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New Orleans’s Black Colleges and Their
Efforts to Rebuild after Hurricane Katrina

by Marybeth Gasman and Noah D. Drezner

Water is the one substance from which the earth can conceal nothing; it sucks out its inner-
most secrets and brings them to our very lips. —Jean Giraudoux, 1946

A little over a year ago the predominantly Black city
of New Orleans felt the wrath of Hurricane Katrina. The
storm in all of her might destroyed homes, killed old
and young citizens, and flooded many of the city’s well
known institutions, including three historically Black
universities. For over a hundred years, these institu-
tions have been serving the local, regional, and national
community, providing our nation’s African-American
doctors, nurses, teachers, scientists, social workers and
many other professionals. Now, in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina, the work of these universities has been jeopar-
dized. How will the Black colleges rebuild after disaster?
The purpose of this article is to explore the rebuilding
efforts of the three historically Black institutions in New
Orleans: Dillard University, Xavier University of New
Orleans, and Southern University of Louisiana.

After the damage of Hurricane Katrina settled, there
was a sudden rush to explain the disaster. Academics,
newspaper reporters, freelance writers, and politicians
took turns lamenting the storm’s devastation. The re-
sulting books fall into several categories: those that offer
broad coverage of the natural disaster and are written
for a mainstream audience, those that focus specifically
on the politics of the event, and those that speak to an
African-American audience, as Blacks were the most vis-
ible casualty of the Hurricane and its resulting floods.
Representative of the first category is New Orleans resi-
dent and Tulane history professor Douglas Brinkley’s
The Great Deluge. Through illuminating oral history in-
terviews, Brinkley tells the story of Katrina from myriad
perspectives. However, much like the other books in this
category, he neglects to discuss the city’s black colleges
and their plight.2 Christopher Cooper and Robert Block’s
Disaster: Hurricane Katrina and the Failure of Homeland Se-
curity is illustrative of the second type of book, as it is
deeply political in nature.® Cooper and Block examine
the role of the federal government in the disaster. Here,
as in Brinkley’s book, neither educational institutions
nor colleges are mentioned.* Due to the glaring impact
of Hurricane Katrina on African Americans in New Or-
leans, several Black intellectuals were motivated to write
books. University of Pennsylvania professor Michael Eric
Dyson fired off his own response to the hurricane. Come
Hell or High Water: Hurricane Katrina and the Color of Di-
saster explores the history of racism in New Orleans and
how racial divisions magnified the impact of the natu-

ral disaster. The book takes to task leaders at all levels
for their inattentiveness to poor Black citizens.® Dyson’s
text is characteristic of the works contributed by Black
intellectuals on this topic; although they highlight the
African-American experience, even these books neglect
to discuss the storm’s toll on New Orleans’s Black col-
leges.® These Black colleges are vital to the future of New
Orleans and the South. For this reason and others, an
exploration of their rebuilding efforts is needed.

To craft this article, we conducted interviews with in-
dividuals at the center of the Hurricane Katrina disaster,
especially those working at and leading the Black col-
leges in New Orleans. We examined institutional docu-
ments, photographs, and videos related to the event.
We also consulted the emerging scholarship on natural
catastrophes and disaster planning for colleges and uni-
versities.” Lastly, we reviewed newspaper coverage per-
taining to higher education and Hurricane Katrina.

History and Background of New Orleans’s Black Colleges

Xavier University, established in 1915, is the nation’s
only historically Black and Catholic institution. Using
money from her inheritance, Katherine Drexel (along
with the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament) founded the
institution as a teacher’s college. Specifically, Sister Kath-
erine wanted to educate Black and Native American stu-
dents.® The college differs from other institutions in the
continuity of its leadership. Xavier’s president Norman
C. Francis has been at the helm for over three decades,
far longer than the average college president, lending
stability to the small university. He is the first African-
American president of the institution. In addition to
tripling the endowment to $54 million (still meager in
comparison to its predominantly White counterparts,
but larger than that of many Black colleges), Francis has
shaped the institution into a place that nurtures students
in the sciences.® According to the American Medical As-
sociation, Xavier University is responsible for sending
more Blacks to medical school than any other institu-
tion in the country. And, even more importantly, 92
percent of these students complete medical school and
pass board exams.'® With a pre-Katrina enrollment of
4,000, the university awarded more undergraduate de-
grees in biology and the life sciences to Blacks than any
other college or university in the United States. Xavier



has graduated more than 25 percent of the 6,500 Black
pharmacists in the United States, many of whom are
committed to working in low-income neighborhoods.!
Xavier’s work is even more impressive when one con-
siders that many of its students enter with weak prepa-
ration. The institution’s 1991 incoming cohort had a
meager average score of 464 on the quantitative portion
of the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT).12 The data sug-
gest that Xavier empowers and educates its students far
beyond what their original standardized test scores indi-
cated. In the words of Xavier’s president, the institution
is “a model for destroying the myth that young people
and minorities can’t succeed in science.”®

Dillard University was formed by the merger
of Straight College and New Orleans College in 1930
with the philanthropic support of Edgar B. Stern. The
American Missionary Association and the Freedman’s
Aid Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church found-
ed Straight and New Orleans Colleges, respectively, in
1869 to provide teacher training in elementary edu-
cation. After the merger of these two colleges, Dillard
University expanded to emphasize instruction in sec-
ondary and collegiate education as well. Although in its
early days the institution was carefully watched by its
philanthropic benefactor, the board of trustees eventu-
ally chose a Black president, William Stuart Nelson, in
1936, providing African-American leadership much ear-
lier than at most Black colleges. Throughout its history,
Dillard has had a strong relationship with the political
leaders of the New Orleans community, inviting many
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of them to be trustees of the institution.'* Prior to Hur-
ricane Katrina, the Dillard campus was lush, with two
rows of ancient trees lining the “Avenue of the Oaks”
and leading to the heart of the campus. Students took
immense pride in the appearance of their university. Ac-
cording to Dillard graduate and Brown University pres-
ident Ruth Simmons, the institution “has for so long
been the route many of us have taken to middle class,
for students from disadvantaged backgrounds, the beau-
ty of the site is a way of orienting them toward making
a life for themselves that would include the beauty.”*®
Currently, the institution focuses on both the liberal
arts and the professions, providing a large percentage
of New Orleans’s nurses. Moreover, U.S. News & World
Report ranked the Black institution among the top 25
comprehensive colleges in the South. Compared to its
historically Black counterparts, Dillard too has a strong
endowment of $47.6 million.

Southern University, a publicly funded institution orig-
inally established as an extension of Southern University
and Agricultural and Mechanical College in 1956, is an
open admission college, serving low-income students
determined to move themselves out of poverty. The first
graduating class received bachelor’s degrees in 1963 un-
der the university’s new name, Southern University of
New Orleans. If not for the university, many of these
students would not be able to afford college. Prior to the
hurricane, Southern University enrolled 3,600 students,
most of them over 25. Southern has a profound com-
mitment to community service and places its graduates
in social service positions throughout the United States
and abroad. The institution is ranked 45th in its pro-
duction of Black baccalaureate degrees overall, 11th in
its production of Black science baccalaureates, and 15th
in its production of Black math baccalaureates out of all
four-year institutions in the United States (2,466).1¢

The Hurricane’s Damage

Although founded and funded on an unequal basis,
Black colleges have shown remarkable resilience, con-
tinuing to enroll a substantial share of Blacks who re-
ceive a college education.’” In most cities across the
country, Black colleges were sited on undesirable land,
a situation that proved catastrophic in New Orleans,
where Xavier, Dillard, and Southern—built on the low-
est ground—suffered the greatest damage when the le-
vees broke. Dillard is less than a mile from the London
Avenue Canal, where the levee breached in four places,
flooding the campus with eight feet of water, destroy-
ing the institution’s prided “Avenue of the Oaks,” and
causing $400 million in damage. The storm devastated
Dillard’s Will Alexander Library and its book, periodical,

The flooded cafeteria at Xavier University, which had to
be replaced due to mold. Photo by Irving Johnson Il and
Marion Bracy.

and special collections. The floodwaters and subsequent
mold destroyed upward of 92,000 books.*®

Southern University sits just south of Lake Pontchar-
train and west of the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal
that connects the lake to the Mississippi River. There
were five levee breaches along the canal, causing $350
million in damage to the public institution.

Although Xavier is a fair distance from the lake, its
location in the downtown business district puts it near
the Washington Avenue Canal. Most of the time, the ca-
nal contains barely any water, but during the aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina, the canal itself became a lake,
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flooding the campus and causing $40 million in dam-
age. By contrast, Tulane University and Loyola Univer-
sity of New Orleans, both located on higher ground in
New Orleans’s well manicured, predominantly White,
Garden District, suffered much less damage. According
to Michael Eric Dyson, the “concentrated poverty [in
New Orleans] is the product of decades of public policies
and political measures that isolate black households in
neighborhoods plagued by severe segregation and eco-
nomic hardship.”*®

Recovering after Disaster
Institutional Response

Not only were the three historically Black colleges
hit the hardest in terms of physical damages, but when
classes reopened in January 2006 after a semester hiatus,
fewer of their students returned. Tulane, a predominant-
ly White university, announced that 88 percent of its
students had returned compared to 75 percent at Xavier.
Recently, Tulane was cited as making the fastest recov-

A flooded, mold-infested dorm room at Xavier University.
Photo by Irving Johnson Ill and Marion Bracy.

ery of any college hurt by Hurricane Katrina. Dillard and
Southern were able to retain 50 percent and 44 percent
of their students respectively. For Dillard the retention
problem was exacerbated by the fact that the institution
was unable to open its campus and instead had to teach
classes at a hotel.

The preliminary enrollments for the fall 2006 semes-
ter show no growth in the number of students who
have returned to any of New Orleans’s campuses except
Southern University. Southern is reporting that 83 per-
cent of its pre-Katrina population has returned.?° Xavier
estimates that its incoming cohort of freshmen is ap-
proximately half that of its normal cohort (450 com-
pared to 900).2* Dillard president Marvalene Hughes be-
lieves that it will take upward of five years to return to
pre-Katrina registration levels.?

Lack of capital among the Black colleges contributes
to rebuilding problems. None of the Black colleges have
endowments that come anywhere near Tulane’s $850
million. Because they lack a financial cushion, all three
Black institutions have had to terminate employees,
even tenured faculty members—a fact that has received
far less press coverage than the proposed termination of
Tulane faculty. For example, prior to Hurricane Katrina,
Xavier employed 250 faculty and 650 staff members. At

the beginning of the fall 2006 semester, a year after the
storm, the university returned with 176 faculty and 240
staff, a reduction of 30 percent and 63 percent, respec-
tively.Z Similarly, Dillard laid off approximately 75 per-
cent of its personnel, or 202 employees.?

The effect of Hurricane Katrina went beyond the
physical plant and employees. Research production has
been significantly set back. At Xavier, the Center for
Undergraduate Research was entirely lost. Dillard’s fa-
cilities, labs, and equipment were destroyed, and with
them went years of research. Due to the loss of facilities
and delay in returning to campus, the institution was
forced to defer a number of large-scale research projects.
The closure further resulted in the loss of several sci-
ence professors who had been awarded National Science
Foundation and National Institute of Health funding.
They had to take positions elsewhere to maintain their
funding. A Dillard administrator noted that the storm
“set back the institution’s research program and capac-
ity to attract new research dollars by at least three to
four years.”?®

Part of Southern’s method of coping with the destruc-
tion has been to remake itself as an online college. In
fact, Southern recently changed its tagline to “trans-
forming lives and communities through e-learning.”?
The University through its web site is encouraging dis-
placed students no matter where they are to complete
their Southern degrees online. One Southern adminis-
trator is encouraging students to persist because: “Edu-
cation is your greatest weapon. | mean, when you lose
everything else . . . And for us, the Katrina victims, we’'ve
lost material things, but education is the thing we don’t
lose.”?

Southern University’s 11 academic buildings have yet
to be gutted and decontaminated; these are on a list of
over a thousand public buildings in need of work. In
all likelihood, Southern’s structures will not be repaired
soon, making the institution the only college in New
Orleans that was not operating on its own campus in
the fall of 2006. Some traditional classes are being held
in 400 trailers located north of the main campus; how-

Xavier University’s ruined gym floor. Photo by Irving Johnson
Il and Marion Bracy.

ever, most classes are being offered in an online format.
Faced with vast damage and a meager endowment of
only $2 million, the institution has had no choice but
to scale down its services and cut some programs com-
pletely. However, some members of Southern Universi-
ty’s administration feel that the state board of overseers’



decision to cut 19 academic fields after Katrina, includ-
ing math, English, and physics, went too far.

According to Joe Omojola, the former dean of the Col-
lege of Science, “It is wrong to use the devastation of
Hurricane Katrina as a cover to attack an institution at
its most vulnerable state.”?® Omojola is referring to the
state’s efforts, prior to Katrina, to close Southern due to
low graduation rates among its transient commuter stu-
dent population.?®

Despite the challenges that existed even before the hur-
ricane, Southern University’s online format is offering
displaced low-income students a chance for education
and for producing informed citizens who strengthen
the city of New Orleans and beyond. Southern’s move,
however, might make it difficult for students who are
not able or willing to learn through virtual coursework
to successfully complete their degrees.

Government Response

In January 2006 President Bush announced a $200
million relief package for institutions of higher edu-
cation affected by Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana and
Mississippi. After a $10 million allocation to the Depart-
ment of Education to support colleges throughout the
country that accepted displaced students, the remaining
$190 million was split evenly between the two states, re-
gardless of the fact that Louisiana sustained greater dam-
age and had more institutions affected by the storm.2°
The federal government allowed each state to distrib-
ute its share of the higher education allocation. Of the
$95 million distributed to Louisiana, $75 million is be-
ing distributed to both public and private institutions
based on full-time enrollment, lost tuition revenue, and
the size of their financial aid budgets. Additionally, $8.5
million is set aside for incentives to encourage students
to return to Louisiana institutions. In the decision on
how to allocate the funds, physical damage incurred by
the institution was not considered.! Congress appropri-
ated an additional $50 million in grants in June 2006.
However, when the New Orleans college presidents
asked for $200 million in loan assistance to help meet
the needs of the institutions while they awaited Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and insurance
payouts, the federal government declined the request.®?
Additionally, a provision in the distribution of aid re-
quires each university to match FEMA’s contribution to
the repairs by ten percent.®® This requirement is difficult
for the three Black colleges, as they do not have the en-
dowments necessary to produce such funds. They had
to take out additional loans or rely on the kindness of
private donors and foundations to make the contribu-
tion.

While important to the Black colleges of New Orleans,
these federal distributions are not enough to meet the
recovery costs. Black colleges, particularly Xavier and
Dillard, are hard-pressed to find the money needed to
rebuild. The 2000 Disaster Mitigation Act excluded pri-
vate colleges from FEMA'’s flood aid program. That deci-
sion has left Xavier and Dillard, both private universities
whose tight operational budgets prevented them from
fully insuring their campuses, with little to no support
for rebuilding infrastructure after Katrina. According to
a congressional assessment, Xavier’s insurance will cov-

er less than a quarter of the $40 million in damage.*
Other private colleges, such as Tulane, with larger op-
erational budgets and endowments are not affected as
much by the Disaster Mitigation Act, since they had the
resources available to properly insure their campuses.

At the time that we were writing this article, none of
the Black colleges had received any of the money from
FEMA that was promised through the congressional acts
in January 2006 and June 2006 for their rebuilding ef-
forts. According to Xavier’s president, Norman Francis,
these funds are still another 18 to 24 months from be-
ing distributed—two and a half to three years after the
levees broke.®

Out of Disaster, Opportunity

Without FEMA support, Black colleges have turned
to private support to rebuild. Dillard president Marva-
lene Hughes believes that “this crisis has also presented
[the institution] with an unprecedented opportunity,
through the generosity of donors throughout the U.S.
and also from abroad who recognize the importance
of our historic institution, to restore and renovate fair
Dillard’s campus.”% Dillard raised more than $2 million
in scholarships to encourage new students to choose the
institution.®” The university’s success at raising funds is
due in part to having Dillard officials cross the country
speaking to alumni and church groups and through al-
liances with Brown University and the American Jewish
Committee.®

It is through this generosity and by a “small miracle”
that Xavier was able to restore operations in four and
half months.*® Perhaps the most interesting and least
expected donor to Xavier is the nation of Qatar. The
Muslim monarchy donated $60 million to Katrina-af-
fected nonprofits, including a $17.5 million gift to Xavi-
er. The majority of the gift ($12.5 million) was given to
expand Xavier’s acclaimed College of Pharmacy. Qatar
has funded an additional 60,000 square feet of physi-
cal plant additions, allowing for an eventual increase in
enrollment. The remaining $5 million is earmarked for
scholarships for students affected by Katrina.*® Xavier
paid for the remaining rebuilding costs by depleting
the unrestricted part of its endowment and taking out
short-term bridge loans to be paid back with FEMA and
insurance allocations.®* As of October 1, 2006, Xavier
had paid back the unrestricted part of its endowment.

Southern University has not fund-raised for the surviv-
al of the institution, as Dillard and Xavier have done. A
search of the university web site finds a link to donate to
the Bush-Clinton Katrina Fund, which provides monies
to many organizations and efforts beyond Southern.*?
Additionally, the only funds that Southern has raised
since the devastation of Katrina come from Sigma Pi Phi
Fraternity and the Pharos Capital Group. Both of these
gifts were given as part of larger gifts to all three histori-
cally Black colleges in New Orleans.*

Physically Rebuilding

Each of New Orleans’s Black colleges has substantial
rebuilding ahead of it as a result of the hurricane and
subsequent flooding. Xavier, which was under four to
five feet of water, had to gut the first floor of nearly ev-
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ery building on campus. In addition, the central plant,
which distributes electricity to all campus buildings,
was completely destroyed and subsequently had to be
rebuilt. This was accomplished by January 2006. Parts of
new buildings, such as the cafeteria in the university cen-
ter, had to be replaced due to mold infestation.** While
Xavier was up and running four months after Katrina,
construction is ongoing throughout campus. However,
one of the buildings, which is designated a historical
landmark and was significantly damaged, has not been
repaired because the institution is unable to begin its
restoration until its plan is approved by FEMA.4®
Beyond rebuilding the physical plant, opening class-
rooms, and encouraging students, faculty, and staff to
return to their campuses, each institution has updated
its emergency preparedness plans. For example, Dillard
has decided to begin its fall semester near the end of Sep-
tember, nearly a month later than normal, to avoid the

contribute to the economic and civic growth of the
United States as a whole. Policy makers, legislators, and
government agencies must be cognizant of the impact
of these important institutions and provide assistance
and remedies during this crucial time of rebuilding.
There are many lessons to be learned from the Black
colleges of New Orleans about rebuilding academic in-
stitutions after natural disasters. For example, it is essen-
tial that colleges capture the devastation resulting from
disaster and communicate it, as well as institutional
needs, to the local, regional, and national communities,
as Xavier did. This type of strategy is vital to securing
funds from private and public sources. Likewise, as the
cases of Dillard and Xavier show, it is important to have
mechanisms in place to capture small successes in the
midst of difficulty. Students, employees, local citizens,
and the nation as a whole need to hear that work is be-
ing done to recover from tragedy—that the institution

Without FEMA support, Black colleges have turned to private support to rebuild.

hurricane season.*® Additionally, this university spent
$20 million of its first $100 million in rebuilding funds
to ensure that the campus was environmentally safe for
students, faculty, and staff, eliminating mold, checking
soil samples, and removing ground contamination.*”

At a time when it would be understandable to think
only about rebuilding themselves, Dillard, Southern,
and Xavier have maintained a surprising focus on their
communities. Dillard, which has long had a 120-hour
community service requirement for graduation, is re-
quiring its students to work in the greater New Orleans
area rather than focusing their efforts only on the Dillard
campus.®® Xavier and Southern, along with other Gulf-
area universities, entered into a collaboration with the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) in the creation of a new program, the Universi-
ties Rebuilding American Partnership Initiative. Under
the program, HUD granted these institutions more than
$5 million to use their expertise to help rebuild commu-
nities throughout the Gulf Coast. Xavier received the
largest grant, $350,000, to work with the New Orleans
City Health Department, McDonogh 35 High School,
Earthwalk, Inc., and the United Negro College Fund
Special Programs. The Catholic institution will assist
low-income residents in New Orleans in establishing
a Neighborhood Technology and Health Information
Center (NTHIC); encouraging volunteerism among area
students, faculty, residents, and health professionals;
and providing technical assistance related to demoli-
tion and debris clearing for local residents focusing on
the elderly. HUD Secretary Alphonso Jackson said of this
plan, “[I]nstitutions of higher learning have a unique
opportunity to partner with devastated communities
and, together, help to breathe new life into these neigh-
borhoods.”*®

Conclusion

New Orleans’s Black colleges, as well as their coun-
terparts across the country, have made substantial con-
tributions to the education of African Americans and
others for over a century. In addition, these institutions

is vital and regaining its livelihood. And lastly, if the
past approach to teaching is not possible, as in the case
of Southern University, it is imperative and perhaps cru-
cial to retool and re-envision the institution’s delivery
of education. Although all three of the Black colleges
in New Orleans have faced tremendous devastation,
they are taking advantage of the opportunities ahead
of them—focusing monies on signature programs, re-
thinking institutional mission, and reaching out to sur-
rounding communities, near and far. In the words of
Xavier president Norman Francis, “before Katrina | was
thinking of retiring, but after, | am invigorated and |
want to see my institution rise up and succeed.”*
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