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“She (individual receiving support) needs 
more clothes, ‘cause the clothes... 
everybody meddled with her outfits... so 
what she had was what I purchased out 
of my own money that I’m working for. 
So, ok what do we do here? ‘Cause you 
know at this point I am starting to get 
aggravated. ...winter is in full bloom here 
in Shreveport, [and it’s colder than] New 
Orleans. ...So I am buying jackets... I am 
buying for my kids... but at this point I 
am feeling like she (individual receiving 
support) is one of my kids ‘cause I am 
providing [for her].”

Lori had worked for eleven years as a DSP at 
the time that she evacuated with her three- and 
fourteen-year-old children. She evacuated to the 
Superdome where her fourteen-year-old was lost 
for a period of time in the chaos and violence. Lori 
later connected with VOA DSPs and individuals 
receiving support who had evacuated to a retreat 
center in Palestine, Texas. While many DSPs and 
their family members lived for an extended period 
of time in Palestine, Lori and her children decided 
that she would stay in Palestine to provide support 
to people with disabilities who were unable to 
return to their homes in New Orleans. Lori made 
arrangements for her children to live with her 
sister in North Carolina. Shortly thereafter, Lori’s 
sister died suddenly. Although devastated by her 
personal loss, Lori settled her children with other 
family members and returned to Palestine to 
continue supporting individuals with disabilities.  
“If I left [the individuals receiving support], then 
what would have happened [to them].” 

“The other consumer (individual receiving 
support) that I took with me, I wasn’t working 
with at all. He just popped up at my house and 
said can I go with you?... with two dollars in his 
pocket and that was it, [just] his clothes on his 
back. [I] probably could have taken him to a 
shelter [but] he didn’t want a shelter. So I took 
him also... knowing that I wasn’t going to get 
paid for [supporting] him...from VOA”.

“Oh, now that was the hardest part because 
I had six individuals [with disabilities] that I 
didn’t know anything about... didn’t have most 
of their information... it was lost. Now getting 
back to the group home where I work... ‘Come 
back staff... quick... ‘cause I’ll be short handed!’ 
[Now] I had twelve individuals [to support]. I 
worked by myself to take care of all their needs 
and I did that for a week after I started, ‘cause 
there was no help. That was the hardest part 
and the hardest part still.”
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Keyoka and Burnell are a married couple who 
provide direct support services to people with disabilities in 
New Orleans. At the time of the Katrina evacuation Keyoka 
had worked for VOA for over eight years while Burnell had 
worked for VOA for four years. They evacuated together in 
two vehicles along with their two children and six individuals 
receiving support. Their evacuation led them to Houston, 
Texas where they met other DSPs and individuals with 
disabilities receiving support at an unoccupied substance 
abuse rehabilitation house operated by Houston VOA. This 
communal living situation consisted of four DSPs (including 
Keyoke and Burnell), six children of DSPs, and twelve 
people with disabilities. When Hurricane Rita threatened 
the Houston area, the entire group had to evacuate once 
again; this time to Shreveport, Louisiana. The evacuation 
process was traumatizing as they sat for days on congested 
highways without the ability to stop for food, water or 

bathrooms. They were unable to pull off the road for 
fear that people would block them and prevent them 
from getting back on the highway. Keyoke fell asleep 
while driving after many hours and ran into the back of 
Burnell’s vehicle. “I don’t like to take long driving trips 
anymore.” Together Keyoka and Burnell continue to 
provide services to people with disabilities and, at the 
time of their interview, still had one individual receiving 
support living with them in their new home. 

The Added 
Responsibilities
VOA DSPs demonstrated an unprecedented 
willingness to take on added responsibility and 
burden during the evacuation process and over 
the year following the hurricanes. At times, DSPs 
put themselves in harms way in order to provide 
support to people with disabilities. In many cases 
the added responsibility included providing support 
to individuals that they didn’t know. Other people 
with disabilities from VOA who needed support were 
brought to them because they had no where else to 
go. Other situations called upon (and continue to call 
upon) DSPs to provide support for more individuals 
than seemed humanly possible. Group homes have 
doubled in size and yet staffing shortages have 
forced staffing patterns to remain at or lower than 
pre-hurricane levels. DSPs were called upon to help 
individuals with disabilities to salvage their belongings 
(if possible), re-establish housing, gut houses and 
apartments, clean mold, hire contractors, apply 
for FEMA benefits, etc. Each of these duties went 
above and beyond their normal direct support work 
responsibilities. 

“It is not so much VOA that you are 
dedicated to, it is the people. I have 
children that were saying, ‘Mama come 
live in Ohio. Mama come live in Mississippi. 
Mama come live in Georgia.’ You can’t 
give up part of your family (the people you 
support)... they depend on me. You have to 
help them get through this.”

“I left [the New Orleans area] with the job 
because I have been with them for 15 years 
and I am dedicated to my clients (people 
with disabilities), like became my family.”

Self-Sacrificing
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The Project
In May 2006, a series of five focus groups with 41 
participants and six individual interviews were used to 
glean information from DSPs, frontline supervisors, and 
administrators about their experiences throughout the 
2005 Katrina storm, flood, and evacuation. Information 
about their return from the evacuation back to the New 
Orleans area and to their jobs at VOA was also gathered. A 
brief survey was used to gather demographic information 
about focus group participants and to get answers to a 
core set of questions about their experiences. 

For additional detail about the experiences of DSPs in 
the Hurricane Katrina and Rita disasters, please access —
LaLiberte, T., Hewitt, A., Lande, J.H., & Larson, S.A. (2007). 

You know that it’s got to be dedication that I am still 
here: The experiences of direct support professionals 
during hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the aftermath. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, Research and 
Training Center on Community Living.  
http://rtc.umn.edu/docs/nolafinalreport.pdf

Smith, J. (Producer/Director) (2007). “Higher 
ground: The dedication of direct support 
professionals during and after hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita” [Motion Picture]. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota, Research and Training 
Center on Community Living.
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This publication is dedicated to the Direct Support Professionals 
who took time to share their personal experiences with the authors. 
We have a deep sense of respect for the commitment and sacrifice 

demonstrated by all of those involved in this project.
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To purchase the video “Higher Ground,” visit —
rtcmedia.umn.edu
www.voa.org/OurServices/DevelopmentalDisability




