Aftermath
Stories by Lawrence Hardy

How do school districts recover when disaster strikes?
2011 was barely half over when the National Oceanic and Atmospheric

Administration (NOAA) declared it one of the most extreme weather years on record.
By June, the nation already had witnessed record snowfall in the Northeast, a spate of deadly tornados in the South
and Midwest, and a devastating drought in Texas that killed
once-verdant pastures and forced farmers to auction their
emaciated cattle at bargain-basement prices. The Lone Star
State also had record heat—and then it was scorched by
wildfires.
Schools in Alabama and Missouri needed no official confirmation that 2011’s weather was unprecedented and singularly devastating. On April 27, a tornado ripped through
Tuscaloosa, Ala., destroying or heavily damaging four public schools. More than 280 people died in storms across the
South that day, and monetary losses topped $1 billion—one
of 10 separate weather events in 2011 that would total at
least that same amount in damages.
Less than a month later, on May 20, another tornado decimated one third of Joplin, Mo., killing 160 people, including
seven students and a school secretary, and injuring more
than 900.
The immense floods that hit Vermont and New York
state, and the hundreds of wildfires that raced across Texas
would seem to represent polar-opposite disasters, yet both
were fueled by the La Niña weather pattern that made the
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East unusually wet and the South unnaturally dry. And both
the wildfires and the floods were spurred by tropical storms
that blew through their respective regions.
The school districts in Bastrop, Texas, and Schoharie,
N.Y., which are profiled in the following pages also share
some other commonalities. Certainly, schools all across the
country are affected by the continuing economic slump,
making do with less even as student populations keep
expanding. But in Texas and New York, schools were suffering inordinate financial distress even before their respective disasters.
In Texas, the state legislature has cut more than $4 billion in aid to public schools this year and refused to tap into
its $6 billion rainy day fund, despite enrollment gains for
this year that were projected to be about 80,000.
In New York, the legislature has limited local property
tax increases to 2 percent or the inflation rate, whichever is
less, in all except the five largest districts. The measure
prompted Moody’s Financial Services, a credit rating
agency, to say in a July 5 report that the law put local governments and school districts in a precarious position and
“is likely to put additional pressure on [their] finances and
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Above: Gaye Jaco hugs her stepdaughter
Jennifer Leaver upon returning to their
burned down home outside Bastrop, Texas.
Middle: Bastrop County Sheriff Terry Pickering
carries an American flag donated in honor of
first responders battling the wildfire.
Bottom: Businesses begin clean up
of the aftermath of Hurricane Irene
damage in Schoharie, N.Y.

paper of the New York State School Boards Association
(NYSSBA).
The twin disasters in Texas and New York were bound to
stretch school budgets in affected districts even further but,
in at least the initial weeks after the fires and floods,
schools were most concerned about supporting their students, staff, and families, and in bringing their communities
together. Volunteers came in to help from hundreds of miles
away, and the amount of donated clothing and school supplies got to be more than the districts could handle. But the
outpouring of support showed what people thought of their
public schools—and what the schools expected of themselves, regardless of circumstances.
“Although I can think of plenty of reasons to be proud of
our schools and their leaders,” NYSSBA Executive Director
Timothy G. Kremer wrote in On Board Online, “our
response to this fall’s weather disasters is testimony to the
unmatched community resources that reside in our public
schools and our district leaders.”
Kremer, of course, was talking about his home state, but
his words could apply equally to Texas or Missouri, Vermont
or Alabama—anywhere public schools faced unthinkable
natural disasters but responded with uncommon resolve.
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Bottom: Times Union, Albany, N.Y.
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Young girls hold posters in the stands to honor first responders during half time
at a Bastrop High football game. The Bastrop Bears race through an "Out of the
Ashes We Rise" banner before the start of their game.

A Texas district survives a capricious wildfire
he afternoon of Sept. 4 was scorching but brilliant in Bastrop, Texas. Shortly after midday, the
temperature hit 100 degrees, hardly a novelty in
what had proved to be the hottest summer—and
one of the driest—on record.
The sun beat down from a cloudless sky, and it
would have been unremittingly brutal if not for
the strong winds, remnants of Tropical Storm Lee
that were reaching speeds of more than 20 miles per hour,
with gusts of more than twice that.
It was a Sunday, and Celina Estrada-Thomas, principal of
Bastrop High School, was leaving Nancy’s Steakhouse,
where she and her husband had gone for lunch.
“When we got out of the restaurant at 2 p.m., you could
see the smoke in the air,” Estrada-Thomas says. “And we
said, ‘Oh, my gosh. I hope they get to that fire.’”
They drove home, about five miles away. When they
arrived, the wildfire, one of more than 1,000 to strike Texas
this year, was still a good seven or eight miles in the distance; but she and her husband did the sensible thing and
packed overnight bags in case firefighters asked them to
evacuate. She fully expected to return in a few hours.
“I got in my car and yelled, ‘Meet me at school.’”

T

Widespread devastation

Bastrop lies about 35 miles east of Austin in a region of
Texas known as the Lost Pines, so named for the heavily
forested landscape of loblolly pines inexplicably separated
by more than 100 miles from larger pine forests to the east.
“Oh, yes, it was gorgeous,” Estrada-Thomas says.
Rodolfo Gonzalez/American-Statesman
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One of Texas’ oldest cities, Bastrop and the surrounding
county have seen tremendous growth. Bastrop County has
almost doubled in population in the last 20 years, and the
school district now numbers nearly 9,000 students, with
more than 1,800 at Bastrop High. Nearly 65 percent of students qualify for free- or reduced-price lunch.
Estrada-Thomas drove to the high school that Sunday
because she knew that, as a community hub, it could
become a staging area for the Texas Office of Emergency
Management. But it was deemed to be too close to the
blaze, and Bastrop Middle School was selected instead as a
command center and shelter for evacuees. The high school
would later become a disaster recovery center taking in
truckloads of donated clothes, toys, blankets, toiletries, and
other items from around the state.
Estrada-Thomas and her husband lost their home in the
fire. One of four houses on a heavily forested cul-de-sac, it
was the only one destroyed by a capricious blaze that left
the loblolly pines in a neighbor’s yard untouched. But it
destroyed the home of the district’s director of operations
on a nearby cul-de-sac, and that of its head of maintenance
on another street.
In all, nearly 1,400 students and teachers from the
Bastrop Independent School District lost their homes in a
blaze that lasted nearly two weeks and consumed more
than 34,000 acres of Bastrop County. At Bastrop High, 150
students—nearly a tenth of the school’s population—and
seven teachers were among the newly homeless.
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vices for the Texas Association of School Boards. “The
most affected was Bastrop, because it was such a massive
fire.”
Helping the newly homeless

By Monday, Labor Day, the middle school shelter had
become a 24-hour operation. At 10 a.m., Estrada-Thomas
and the district’s other principals met with Superintendent
Steve Murray at district headquarters and planned for the
difficult week ahead. School was cancelled for Tuesday, and
would be out for the remainder of the week.
Among the most critical tasks was trying to contact as
many students and staff as possible. With phone service out
in many areas and cell phone service spotty, that proved difficult. “We tried to determine where the pockets of kids
were,” Estrada-Thomas says.
Many of the newly homeless were housed in Bastrop’s
Best Western, Super 8, and Holiday Inn, and bus routes had
to be redrawn to reach them once the schools reopened on
Monday, Sept. 12.
“That first day back was all about embracing our students and finding out exactly where” they were living,
Estrada-Thomas says. Eight additional counselors were
brought in from neighboring districts, three of whom
helped out at the high school.
Estrada-Thomas says that, during second period, staff
took a “pulse reading” of all the students, asking. “Where
are you living? Are you living at home? Do you know if you
lost your home?”
“The worst thing is when people are asking if you were
OK and you have to say no,” 11th-grader Taylor Seitz told
the Austin American-Statesman.
Asked how she dealt with the twin pressures of dealing
with two losses—the schools’ and her own—EstradaThomas says, “I have an amazing husband who knows my
work and knows my passion for kids, and he says, ‘Let me
take care of the insurance. Let me take care of the cleaning
up, so you can take care of the kids at school.’”
Outpouring of support

The football game with San Marcus High School on Sept. 15
was emotional. Even though the season had started weeks
before, “it became our opening game,” Estrada-Thomas
says. “The theme was ‘Rising From the Ashes.’”
At halftime, about 400 first-responders—firefighters,
EMTs and other emergency workers—were honored at midfield. Some came directly from the fire lines and were still
marked with ash and soot.
The fire scorched about 90 percent of nearby Bastrop
State Park, destroying most of its beloved “Lost Pines.”
Estrada-Thomas and several teachers have vowed to make
restoring the park their goal. Forest service workers say it
could take 10 years—if the area receives the rain it needs.
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Meanwhile, truckloads of donated goods arrived regularly at the high school.
At Northside Independent School District in San
Antonio, “they were sending a truck up [to Bastrop] on a
daily basis,” says district communications director Pascual
Gonzalez. “And it got [to be] too much” for the small district
to handle.
In addition, as of early October the district had received
$29,000 in gift cards, which Estrada-Thomas says were
being offered to the many disadvantaged families left homeless.
“It may make the difference between whether a family
makes it one week, or doesn’t make it,” she says.

A wake-up call in emergency planning
There are many reasons to foster a close working relationship
with your local media, but Pascual Gonzalez’s example might be
unique.
Gonzalez is executive director of communications for the
97,000-student Northside School District in San Antonio, Texas’
fourth-largest school system. In late summer, one of the state’s
hundreds of wildfires came within two miles of Northside’s Langley Elementary School.
A helicopter from KENS5, the local CBS affiliate, was overhead, broadcasting video of the fire, but school officials couldn’t
see the school in the video. So they asked the TV station to turn
its camera on the building, so they could gauge how close it was
to the fire—and the TV station obliged.
The story shows how preparation—in this case, having good
rapport with the media—helped Northside in a potential emergency. But the fire also showed the district where it wasn’t adequately prepared, Gonzalez says. During the blaze, firefighters had
blocked off all roads to the school.
“While our school was not in immediate danger, there was no
way to get to the school,” Gonzalez says. “What would we do?
How would we evacuate those 800 kids?”
Certainly, in an emergency, fire crews would have let buses in
to evacuate the children. But there was no procedure for such a
thing in the district’s crisis plan. So administrators called the sheriff’s office and arranged for a law enforcement escort in case
something like this happens again. And they amended the crisis
plan to include this procedure.
A minor detail? Maybe. But perhaps critical in a situation in
which every minute counts and bureaucratic confusion must be
avoided. That incident—and the much larger fire in Bastrop—convinced Northside that you can never be too prepared.
“We used the fire in Bastrop in the north as a wake-up call with
this continuing drought in Texas,” Gonzalez says. “It could be us. It
could be anybody.”
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A New York district discovers
‘new normal’ after devastating floods
fter the flood, the quaint town of Schoharie, N.Y.,
looked to Brian Sherman like “a hollowed-out
pumpkin.” Main Street shops were empty and
exposed. Houses had been pried from their foundations. Dead fish littered the streets and bridges
as the floodwaters finally began to recede.
A barn floated down the street, and furniture sat
on the roofs of some houses. Sherman, the superintendent of
the Schoharie Central School District, says one parent told him
that “the only thing I have from my home is the corner of my
daughter’s bedroom—which is up on a bridge.”
Located about 20 miles west of Albany, Schoharie was one
of the towns hardest hit by Hurricane Irene on Sept. 4. Of about
5,000 students who were made homeless across the state, at
least 140 came from this district of 880 students near the normally placid banks of Schoharie Creek.
School counselor Terry Kenyon talked about “a new normal” that is just beginning to sink in for Schoharie’s students
and staff. She says one 11th-grader, an excellent and well-organized student, now living with friends, was unnerved by the
simplest of things: “I don’t have my stapler, Ms. Kenyon!”
“It’s easier to focus on the little things than to focus on the
big picture,” Kenyon says.

A

from more than 100 departments throughout the state who
were assisting in flood-relief.
One was Brian Gould, a police lieutenant from
Cheektowaga, N.Y., near Buffalo, and school board president
for the Cheektowaga Central School District.
“Their fire department was decimated, as was everything
else in the village,” Gould says, adding later, “This was sort of
like paying it back. When we needed help in Western New York
[during the blizzard of October 2006], we had people from
downstate helping us out.”
On Monday, Sept. 12, after the fire crews had left the elementary school and the Schoharie returned to something
approaching its normal banks, school reopened. However, the
high school gym still was being used for a makeshift grocery
store filled with donated food and provisions—a setup residents nicknamed “Schoharie Wal-Mart.”
The return to school itself was emotional, Sherman says,
and it showed how much the community looked to its schools
for support and guidance. Throughout the district, attendance
was at 80 percent. At the elementary school, it was 90 percent.
“You’ve got the crying. You’ve got the tears,” he says. “You’ve
got the jokes. You’ve got the laughter.”
Reality setting in

Help pouring in

In New York state, the deluge from the slow-moving hurricane
caused the Hudson, Mohawk, and Susquehanna rivers—and
their tributaries—to flood their banks, says Barbara Bradley,
deputy director of communications and research for the New
York State School Boards Association.
In many rural areas and small towns, schools are the center
of the communities. Many of these communities already were
suffering economically.
“A lot of these areas that got hit were hard off to begin with,”
Bradley says. “And this is going to hurt them more.”
Of immediate concern is how to fit in the required 180 days
of instruction before the Regents exam in the spring, Bradley
says. She says the state education commissioner can waive five
days, but only after vacation days and other leave are exhausted. Many districts, such as the Binghamton City School District,
already are cancelling vacation days around Thanksgiving,
Christmas, and spring vacation.
Schoharie Creek, normally only about 20 feet wide in
town, jumped its bank twice in two days as up to 15 inches
of rain fell in the watershed. The schools and district offices
were spared because they are on higher ground. But for several days, the elementary school was home to firefighters
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Indeed, sometimes you see a brief euphoria in returning,
Kenyon says. And a short period of excitement, perhaps, in
getting to stay with friends or family. The reality sets in later.
Kenyon and other counselors and social workers are linking
homeless families and others affected by the story with mental health counselors.
“You’re talking about post-traumatic stress syndrome.
You’re talking about survivor [guilt],” if perhaps, some classmates lost their homes but you were fortunate to live on higher ground, Kenyon says.
“Watching each other is the most important thing,” Sherman
says. “And listening to each other. Not just what they say, but
how they say it. Listen to each other. Really, truly listen.”
Given the enormity of the loss, parents were inordinately
concerned with something more mundane—homework, and
how their children would get it done. “We turned around and
[said], ‘There’s no homework for the first three or four
weeks,’” Sherman says.
After those weeks pass, and the furious pace of rebuilding
subsides with the first hard freeze, then the “new normal” will
assert itself with a renewed, cold vigor.
“You know what it’s going to be?” Kenyon says. “It’s going to
be the Christmas lights.” ■
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