
Harvard Extension School

Recent natural disasters stirred the Extension School community. This issue of the  
Lamplighter tells the stories of students and alumni on both sides of the aftermath,  
including victims trying to rebuild their lives and volunteers offering assistance.

Two days before Katrina hit the Gulf 
Coast on August 29, Tulane Univer-
sity senior Rachael Bley abandoned 

her New Orleans apartment at 1 am and 
headed for Chattanooga, where she and 
her fiancé planned to camp out in a hotel 
room her parents had originally reserved 
for a trip. Rachael figured that after mid-
night there would be less traffic across 
the twin spans, an eerie 5-mile segment 
of I-10 that crosses Lake Pontchartrain, 
and she was right. The drive was like any 
other out of the city—though on this par-
ticular Saturday three of the four lanes 
were outbound.

Rachael remembers the scene as 
unusual, but it was nothing compared to 
what she’d find when in October she crossed 
the twin spans on a return trip. “They can-
nibalized one side to fix the other,” she says. 
“On the northbound side you could see 
these large 20- to 30-foot holes where there 
used to be lots of concrete.”

Eric Martin Scott also left town on 
August 27. The University of New Orleans 
graduate student drove to his mother’s 
home in Angie, Louisiana, 70 miles north 
of New Orleans. On Sunday, he moved 
on to nearby Varnado, where his mother 
was working at a high school-cum-shelter 
for evacuees of nursing homes. There he 
rode out the driving winds and rain. At 

one point a portion of the roof blew off. 
“We were without water, electricity, and 
phones for three days before roads could 
be cleared enough to reach us,” he says.

During the chaotic weeks that followed 
the hurricane and the levy breaches, both 
Rachael and Eric managed to find their 
way to the Harvard Extension School, 
where they joined 19 other students dis-
placed from the Gulf Coast in accepting 
emergency scholarships.

 “We felt compelled to do what we 
could,” says Dean of Students Chris-
topher Queen, who headed the effort 
to assist displaced students. “These 
students were facing so much personal 
strife, including a lost semester or year 
of studies. We felt fortunate to be in a 
position of offering them a temporary aca-
demic home.” In addition to waived tuition 
for four fall semester courses, Harvard 
Real Estate Services assisted students in 
finding housing, and Dean Queen and his 
staff offered counseling and orientation to 
life at the Extension School.

“After Katrina, I didn’t know what 
I’d do,” Eric says. “Then I saw Harvard 
was offering a scholarship. I wrote a let-
ter—it was probably half nuts. And when 
I finally talked to someone on the phone, 
who told me I’d been  

accepted, I just cried. There’s no way 
they could have known what they were 
doing for me.”  

 In New Orleans Eric, 28, had lived 
on the second story of a duplex on Waldo 
Drive, near the London Avenue Canal, 
which breached in two places. “It wasn’t 
until some time in November, after being 
at Extension,” he says, “that I heard from 
my roommate that our part of the apart-
ment didn’t flood but the roof caved in. 
There was a family below us, and appar-
ently they lost everything.”
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Students Displaced by Katrina Search for Normalcy
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From top left:  
Elaine Fortin, ALM ’02,  
on the beach in Sri  
Lanka; Rachael Bley;  
Interstate 10 bridge 
after Katrina; a radar  
view of Katrina; 
an uprooted tree in 
Eric’s New Orleans 
neighborhood; and  
Eric Martin Scott.

In the Wake of DIsaster
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Displaced Students, continued from page 1 

The news of Eric’s apartment hardly fazed him. He had already 
been through far worse when, four days after the storm, he was 
finally able to drive the 5 miles from the shelter in Varnado back to 
his hometown, where he found the back 
side of his mother’s house destroyed by an 
uprooted oak tree. 

He and his mom spent three days in 
the grim landscape of their neighborhood, 
cleaning and salvaging what they could, 
sleeping on towels in the undamaged 
kitchen. “The land looked like a giant had 
gone through and just slapped everything 
down,” Eric says. Power lines and tree 
branches hung low. Cars were abandoned 
along main roads, roofs damaged, windows 
shattered. With no electricity for miles, the 
night sky seemed endless. No one, says 
Eric, had a firm sense of what was real. It 
was easy to believe the wildest rumors, of 
large gangs of looters marauding towns and sharks swimming in the 
French Quarter. Eric could not fathom what his future would be. 

After the interstate reopened, they drove to his sister’s home in 
Birmingham, and she took them shopping. “I thought, ‘Well, I better 
buy only clothes that will last because I’ll probably be spending the 
next two years digging ditches and driving a tractor,’” Eric says.

The first-floor apartment near the Tulane campus, which Rachael 
shared with her fiancé, was flooded. Before the storm hit, they’d man-
aged to move some belongings to high shelves, and they took the 
laptop, photo albums, books, and CDs when they left. All else was 
ruined. Their landlord had to gut the apartment, and today there’s 
such competition for construction work in the city that there’s no tell-
ing when, or if, the work will be done. 

Rachael turned to the Extension School when she realized 
she could find courses that complemented her studies in medieval 
Christianity at a university close to her parents’ home in Mansfield, 
about 35 miles south of Boston. Since returning to Tulane in Janu-
ary to fulfill the last of her requirements for graduation this spring, 

rachael has lived in a 6- by 12-foot room 
in an all-girls freshman dorm. The close 
quarters don’t bother her. “I’m more aware 
of the impermanence of material things 
now,” she says. “So I don’t have nearly 
as much crap as I used to; I realized I just 
don’t need much.”

Outside those walls, however, 
rachael is constantly faced with a city 
that’s both familiar and alien. Sitting in 
a classroom in the history building, she 
can see the shell of a house that burned. 
Nine months later there’s still a military 
presence, and it’s commonplace for army 
hummers to drive through campus on 
a Wednesday afternoon. on Broadway 

Street near campus a major stoplight remains dark. Rachael’s old 
boss’s house on Canal Street is gone. Everywhere century-old live 
oak trees are uprooted. The historic St. Charles Avenue streetcar is 
still not running because whole sections of track are torn up. Many 
businesses have yet to open again, while others have dramatically 
reduced their hours. For a college student, the old haunts and the 
late-night food are no longer dependable, she says. “Progress is 
being made, but it’s slow.”

A number of residents who have returned spend their week-
ends clearing debris in the hardest-hit sections of New orleans. 
From ruined homes they pull what now amounts to junk. “It’s tough,” 
Rachael says. “I mean, these things used to be people’s precious 
items and you can’t even tell what they are anymore.” During Mardi 
Gras, she encountered visitors who were in town to lend a hand 

Q&A with Brad Stone
Brad Stone, a candidate for the Bachelor 
of Liberal Arts degree who plans to go to 
medical school, withdrew from his fall 2005 
courses and spent nearly three months 
providing medical aid to victims of Hurricane 
Katrina in Mississippi. 

What made you decide to volunteer?
In the summers I work as an EMT on an 
ambulance. I recall sitting in the rig and 
discussing the utterly desperate need in the 
Gulf Coast. I felt that I couldn’t not be there. i 
am the type who sees something wrong and 
does something about it. Some hippie friends 
from the Rainbow Family [a group who 
promotes peace and understanding] were 
talking about going down there to set up a 
community center and free kitchen. I figured 
i’d go along and try to do something medical 
if I could.

How did you wind up in Waveland?
Basically we drove around until we found a 
town that had sufficient need. We encoun-
tered a Christian outreach group from Texas 
who needed help in Waveland, a town 42 
miles east of New orleans. Waveland, with a 
population of 7,000, was actually hit harder 
than New orleans. Their town was com-
pletely destroyed, with no buildings left habit-
able and few even standing. For several days 
the residents received no outside assistance 
and literally felt abandoned.

What did you do while you were there?
i ran a free, tent-based medical clinic. i was 
there for three months, from five days after 
Katrina to December 3. I was all signed up 
for classes when I left. I thought I would be 
there for four or five days volunteering with 
another organization and doing my small 
part. I had no idea I would come into a place 
with a vacuum of any medical care.
When I got down there I was doing first aid 
out of a small tent. The Rainbow Family was 
running their free kitchen, which was very 

popular—people drove from miles to eat 
there. Since the local hospital was destroyed 
and there were no doctors, it quickly became 
clear that there was an urgent need for medi-
cal care. The heat was 110 degrees and the 
humidity was 100 percent. Quickly, I fell into 
the roll of administrator/director of the clinic. i 
was on the phone for many hours a day try-
ing to get doctors and nurses from around the 
country to volunteer. Some came from as far 
away as California and some from as close 
as northern Mississippi. i also made contacts 
with Pfizer through a company called Inter-
national Aid, and they supplied a bulk of the 
medications and other medical supplies. 

in three months we treated 5,000 
patients. All free, all with love. it was by far 
the most amazing experience of my entire life 
and i am simply glad to have been part of it.

Has your experience changed your  
ambitions?
Taking the semester off set me back a year, 
academically speaking, but the three months 

I spent running the New Waveland Clinic 
only made my resolve to become a doctor 
stronger. I have seen the value and skills 
a doctor has, and I want to be able to use 
those values and skills to help humanity. 

Undergraduate Provides Medical Aid in Rural Mississippi

Stone (with stethoscope) at the entrance of the medical tent used for the first three weeks 
after Hurricane Katrina.

iN THE WAkE oF DiSASTEr

“Continuing my history stud-
ies here last fall, i was very 
impressed with the faculty and 
students. The Extension School 
family went out of its way to 
ease our transition to Harvard.  
I have decided to finish my mas-
ter’s degree here at Extension.” 

Jackson Troutt,  
University of New orleans

“Shortly before Katrina, I left  
New orleans for a wedding in 
Dallas. The last time i saw my 
friends was Thursday night 
before the storm. Our good-byes 
were, ‘See you Sunday.’ I had no 
clue that Sunday would turn into 
Thanksgiving weekend.”

A couple of weeks after the 
hurricane, Deborah and her 
mother packed up her car 
and drove the 1,500 miles to 
Cambridge, where she started 
Extension School classes the 
night of her arrival. 

Deborah Centola, 
Delgado Community College 

Katrina Voices
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Brad Stone, 
top and 
right. Below: 
a burned 
house in 
New Orleans; 
Deborah 
Centola; and 
Jackson Troutt
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rather than partake of the revelry. “I’ve definitely become less cynical 
about human nature,” she says.

rachael is no less practical, however. She plans to go to law 
school within a couple of years to study criminal law. After graduation, 
she’s moving to Boston. She and her fiancé will marry in the fall. 

Though Katrina didn’t change her plans, 
it changed her outlook, her awareness. “I 
watch the news all the time now,” she says. 
“I feel like I need to know what’s going on. I 
keep an eye on the rebuilding and do what I 
can to help.”

Eric, who has remained a student at the 
Extension School, talks to his mom several 
times a week. She’s renting a house in Boga-
lusa, close to her hometown and her family. 
“She tells me, ‘Things still aren’t good here, 
Eric. They’re not good,’” he says. Bureaucracy 
has made the rebuilding of housing and infra-
structure frustratingly slow. “People are hang-
ing in limbo—or, as a proper Louisianan would 
say, purgatory,” he continues.  

To be so far away is both a blessing and 
a curse. Cambridge is a far cry from Wash-
ington Parish, one of the poorest parishes in 
Louisiana, where he grew up. But when Eric 
was offered an Extension School scholarship, 
he knew that he couldn’t pass it up. “Most 
of the men in my family work in factories or off shore, in construction 
or at odd jobs—doing manual labor. Or they’re in jail or dead,” Eric 
says. Because his mother loves to read, she introduced her chil-
dren to D. H. Lawrence, Melville, Shakespeare. But they never had 
much access to the arts beyond their home. At the University of New 
Orleans, Eric had found a way into a new life. And he admits that, in 
those early days of uncertainty following the hurricane, a part of him 

feared that he’d lose the strides he’d made in building a different life 
for himself.

Now a candidate for the Extension School’s Master of liberal Arts 
in Museum Studies, he’s managed to stay on track to pursue a career 
in the arts. “I’ve had the opportunity to learn so much about nonprofit 

and business management since being at 
Harvard,” Eric says. “I hope to translate that 
into being a true leader and social entrepre-
neur for an area that needs not just economic 
help but cultural help as well.” Foreseeing 
misery on the Gulf Coast for a long time to 
come, Eric plans to do whatever he can, from 
digging ditches and swinging hammers to 
helping the arts flourish.

He does miss the South. “Sometimes 
I just want to go to a crawfish boil and drink 
some beer and talk with my hands,” he 
says, gesturing. “You don’t do that in New 
England.” Early on, there were times when 
Eric felt as if he were sleepwalking through 
parallel universes: one here, one in New 
Orleans. He’d be drinking coffee at Starbucks 
on Church Street but recalling the aromas of 
Café du Monde. A night at Charlie’s Kitchen 
in Harvard Square would morph into one in 
the French Quarter. 

He is waking up now. “The steps I’m 
taking this semester are deliberate,” he says. 

He dresses neatly for class—sometimes wearing a tie or an Oxford 
shirt and V-neck sweater. There is no posturing about it. Never for a 
second does Eric wish to forget his roots. But neither does he want 
to take anything for granted. Thus, every time he enters Harvard Yard 
he purposefully walks by the statue of John Harvard. He slows to give 
the University founder a nod or wave. He needs to remind himself 
that he’s here.

Elaine Fortin, ALM ’02, is putting her gradu-
ate studies in information technology to broad 
use. By day, she is a software engineer at 
Harvard. in her spare time, she donates her 
skills to the Real Medicine Foundation, a 
humanitarian nongovernmental organization 
(NGO) that provides holistic medical support 
to communities around the world affected by 
natural disasters. 

Elaine came in contact with the organi-
zation through her relief work in Southeast 
Asia. After the tsunami struck in Decem-
ber 2004, she was compelled to act. “The 
images on the television were just so heart 
wrenching,” she says. After realizing she had 
enough frequent flyer miles for a roundtrip 
flight to Sri Lanka, she connected with the 
NGO Volunteers Sri Lanka. For a month 

she worked in various camps throughout 
the devastated region, designing a central 
database for the NGO and setting up a com-
munications center, among other tasks. 

Elaine’s discovery of the real Medi-
cine Foundation during her time in the Pow-
erloom Factory Camp, one of the neediest 
camps in the Tangalle region, was integral 
to her ongoing involvement in relief work 
today. The foundation, still in its nascent 
stages, was setting up a clinic near the 
abandoned factory that sheltered 26 fami-
lies. There, Elaine met Dr. Martina Fuchs, 
Real Medicine’s founder. 

Like Elaine, Dr. Fuchs, a physician 
schooled in pediatric psychiatry and alterna-
tive healing techniques, had been drawn to 
volunteer in the region by the images she 
saw on the news. According to Dr. Fuchs, the 
clinic was overflowing from the beginning. 
“We listened to the suffering of one human 
being after another living in crowded camps, 
with nothing but the clothes on their backs,” 
she says, “with no food, no plumbing, no 
shelter, and no idea what the future would 
bring. We listened and then we promised.” 

Elaine was drawn to the foundation’s 
dedication to providing aid in the form of 
surgery, antibiotics, immunizations, and 
compassion to 1,000 families in the region. 

Since her return to Boston, she’s helped 
real Medicine expand its reach. She raises 
funds, maintains the website, and networks 
locally to broaden the resources available to 
Real Medicine. In the past year in Sri Lanka 
alone, the foundation has helped fund a textile 
school for women, lifelong growth hormone 
medication for two children, and heart surgery 
for another child. It is currently organizing a 
group of surgeons to perform more life-saving 
operations in Sri Lanka. There are also plans 
for the establishment of a grammar school in an 
area where none ever existed. 

Real Medicine is using its work in Sri Lanka 
as a model for aiding other areas affected by 
disaster, war, or poverty. It’s setting up self-suf-
ficient clinics and other health-related services 
in Sri Lanka, India, Pakistan, Mozambique, and 
the US Gulf Coast.

Elaine plans to return to Sri Lanka within 
the year. Until then, she ensures the memo-
ries of her relief work are present in her life. 
“You try to keep what you’ve gained within 
your new experience,” she says. “The value of 
love, life, health, and hope are higher on my 
priority list than before. I guess I do feel that 
[when you reach out like this] you grow better 
as a human being, that the purpose of life has 
more value. It’s working with Real Medicine 
that’s allowed me to keep that alive.” 

Alumna Finds Real Life,  
Real Medicine in Sri Lanka

Faculty Perspective

David Ropeik says the recent 
hurricane season is an interest-
ing study in risk perception.

“Tens of thousands who could 
have fled New Orleans chose to 
stay, to some degree because 
natural risks simply don’t evoke 
the same degree of apprehen-
sion that manmade risks—like 
terrorism—do,” he says. Ropeik 
also says people worry more 
over risks that are apparent—as 
seen in the major Houston evac-
uation a month after Katrina.

David Ropeik, director of risk commu-
nication at the Harvard Center for Risk 
Analysis, teaches Critical Thinking about 
Environmental and Public Health Issues 
at the Extension School.

had to leave behind—and find that he was 
safe . . . to see them reunited, those were 
really special, happy moments amid all the 
devastation.”

Krista worked first at the main site in  
Gonzales, Louisiana, then at a shelter 
for 400 dogs in a male medium-security 
prison, where the inmates helped care for 
the animals.

Student Aids in Pet Rescue after Katrina
Extension student Krista Schepanovsky 
volunteered for the Humane Society in Lou-
isiana after Hurricane Katrina and shares 
the following about her experience: 

“After seeing all the images that were 
on the news after Hurricane Katrina, I felt 
compelled to do something more than send 
money. i wanted to go and help in any way i 
could. I do not have a medical background, 
but I’m a huge animal lover, so I went to 

volunteer with the Humane Society. It was 
the most difficult thing I have ever done but 
also the most rewarding. it was amazing to 
see how people came from all over the US 
and Canada—vets, vet techs, and people 
like me—and really pulled together and 
worked hard, usually at least 12 hours a 
day. To see a family that had lost everything 
find a way to come to the shelter and look 
for their pet—another family member they 
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Fortin with residents alongside the 
computer and TV set-up at the Powerloom 
Factory camp for interim displaced people 
in Tangalle, Sri Lanka. Below: A tree cuts 
through Eric’s mother’s home.

read more at www.extension.harvard.edu/lamplighter.

Extension Courses with  
a Global Conscience

global Climate Change: 
The Science, Social impact, 
and Diplomacy of a World 
Environmental Crisis

Critical Thinking about 
Environmental and  
Public Health Issues

Living Dangerously:  
The Earth, Its Resources,  
and the Environment

Crisis Management and 
Emergency Preparedness
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25 
Year  
Honorands

At the annual Harvard Extension Alumni Association 
Banquet June 6, five faculty members will be honored 
for 25 years of service in the classroom. They are (top 
left, clockwise) Dan T. Dunn, Thomas C. Hayes, Henry 
H. Leitner, Donald Ostrowski, and Jonathan Welch.

1

2

3

5

789

10

11

12

1) Mark Leighton’s Rainforest Conservation Ecology class takes a field trip to the Harvard Forest. 2) Pam Murray’s History and Practice of American Musical Theater students warm up at 
the beginning of class. 3) Negotiation expert Roger Fisher speaks to students at a Harvard Extension Student Association (HESA) event. 4) Public relations specialist and Katrina survivor 
Joel Mandina speaks in Writing for Public Relations and Marketing. 5, 6) At the Easter Seals Massachusetts training center, Easter Seals assistive technology specialist Eric Oddleifson 
sets up voice recognition software with Janet Beaudoin, a student in the instructional technology licensure program, and Extension instructor Susan Cusack demonstrates a modified 
computer keyboard. 7) President Larry Summers speaks with Extension School program candidates at a HESA event. 8) Matt Brown, cartoonist for Building 19, visits the Business 
Reporting class. 9, 10) Journalism students at the Head of the Charles: Alex Speredelozzi interviews a spectator, and Sharon Tosto interviews a competitor. 11) Students participate in a 
distribution and production exercise known as the Beer Game in Organizational Behavior. 12) Maria Luisa Mansfield examines a silver tray with a student Yoyo Jones during a field trip to 
Harvard’s Sackler Museum. (photos by Jeffry Pike)
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Earn Course Credit in Summer School
Online registration for Harvard Summer School, which runs June 26–August 18,  
is now under way. Nearly 300 day and evening courses are open admission,  
with some available during four-week sessions. Students in Extension School  
programs can take courses for credit toward their degrees or certificates.  
visit www.summer.harvard.edu.

Lowell Lecture
The Honorable Margaret H. Marshall,  
chief justice of the Massachusetts  
Supreme Judicial Court, will deliver the  
2006 Lowell Lecture this October  
(date to be announced).

Extension School News
For the latest about Harvard Extension School visit  

www.extension.harvard.edu.


