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The 2010 Haiti earthquake:
Real-time disaster inquiry in the classroom[27]
Abstract
Civil engineering education commonly has classroom instructional strategies that include
synchronous engagements between the instructor and the learner, but seldom has synchronous
experiences between the learner and real-time external phenomena. As a consequence, separating
students from the phenomena may inhibit formulating opinions and conclusions borne through
live events. This paper explores a natural disaster as a real-time course inquiry and its semester
long immersion into the structures classroom at a private liberal arts university. A participant
observation study was performed in the narrative tradition to document forty-four third-year
architecture students studying an unfolding disaster event. The findings indicate that students
envision earthquake events as either a structural phenomenon with cultural implications or a
cultural phenomenon with structural implications. The lessons learned were to use student’s
individual Eureka! moments to inform subsequent classroom instructional opportunities;
accommodate unexpected cultural content and seek connections with structural content; and
recognize that incremental inquiries of cultural phenomena are essential for developing longterm engineering solutions.
Introduction
“From birth, man carries the weight of gravity on his shoulders. He is bolted to earth. But man
has only to sink beneath the surface and he is free . . .” wrote Jacques-Yves Cousteau.[1] He
bypassed the gravity constraints and co-developed the first aqualung device. Cousteau redefined
the problem. He charted a new frontier as his solution made the invisible visible. This is a
metaphor for educators continually confronted with the weight of prescriptive curricula in need
of alternative innovation.
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Two trends were found after investigating the top eleven undergraduate engineering programs
ranked by the U.S. News and World Report. The curricula are very doctrinaire and the course
descriptions are indicative of synchronous engagements between the instructor and the learner.
Conversely, none of the eleven schools appear to dedicate a course that has a synchronous
engagement between the learner and live content. A semester long course devoted to a single
real-time dramatic event that has broad impacts in engineering. Educators may identify
significant events as the Kansas City Hyatt walkway and the Tacoma Narrows Bridge collapses.
Although these became very valuable learning moments in engineering education, their
discussions or laboratory reenactments exhibit synchronicity between the instructor and the
learners and not the learners and the events. The students are learning about the event
asynchronously supported by a longer thread of scholarship performed and interpreted by several
others. All of the relevant conclusions from academia and practice are available in the public
domain. Therefore, the students may be inhibited from thinking critically and formulating their
own opinions and conclusions informed by unfolding live events. A need exists for exploring
synchronous, or real-time, student engagement between a significant event, such as a disaster,
and the academic experience.

In response to this need, undergraduate students were immersed inside one disaster event in the
structures classroom to explore, “What is the nature of synchronous engagements between the
learner and the disaster event?” To examine this condition, a qualitative study was performed to
document a course devoted to studying a natural disaster that evolved concurrently within the
course timeframe. The primary purpose was to better understand the nature of student
engagement. A secondary intention was to study the broad implications of disasters in education.
The paper addresses persons interested in integrating engineering, education, and disasters.
The 2010 Haiti Earthquake
One of the world’s most destructive natural disasters occurred on January 12, 2010. The
Caribbean and the North America tectonic plates adjusted and released energy that had a 474 kt
[2 pj] TNT explosive equivalent. The earthquake epicenter was positioned near Porte-au-Prince,
Haiti. The earthquake measured a 7.0 on the moment magnitude scale (MW). Although, the 7.0
MW is comparable to the energy released from the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake (6.9 MW), it
produced over 3,500 times the fatalities. The 2010 Haiti earthquake has the largest death toll of
any previously recorded 7.0 MW earthquake event.[2] The significant loss of life and property is a
reflection of the Haitian design and construction practices. The magnitude and the timing of the
Haiti earthquake offered a unique learning opportunity for the students. An opportunity suited
not for an isolated lecture and assignment, but rather its immersion into a structures course.
Course Description
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Drury University is a private school that offers higher education rooted in the liberal arts
tradition. Although the university houses the Hammons School of Architecture, it does not have
an engineering program. The department offers three computational-based structures courses.
The first course introduces the fundamental principles of statics and mechanics of materials. The
second course focuses on structural steel and timber design. The third course is the immersion
setting. The course is currently positioned in the spring semester of the third year. Forty-four
architecture students were enrolled in the terminal course during the spring semester of 2010.
The third course is in flux as our program transitions from a five-year bachelor to a five-year
master’s program. The master’s curriculum is sunsetting some reinforced masonry and concrete
design topical content in the third course in favor of a new research-based course. The third
course is moving to the spring semester of the fourth year. The upcoming course description
reads, “Application of engineering principles and analytical methods, as presented in the earlier
technology coursework. Beginning team scientific research into implications and development of
these systems through the collection of empirical data using methods of science. Students will
write up research results in the form of a professional publication and present their work in a
forum open to the full campus.” Of the two terminal courses, the research course is more suitable
for immersing a natural disaster, but it has its weaknesses. The students have not been exposed to
lateral forces or reinforced concrete design. These are two important components of earthquake
engineering. The master’s curriculum has greater adaptability for an intervening disaster due to
the research directive despite of this deficiency. The students chose to engage the new master’s
course a couple of years early with uniform consensus.

Procedurre
The centrral phenomeenon is the in
ntervention of
o a synchro nous disasteer event on student learning.
To examine the naturre of this pheenomenon, a qualitative research deesign was sellected with a
constructtivist approaach.[3] A partticipant obseervation studdy was perforrmed in the narrative
tradition..[4], [5] The raationale was to capture th
he storied knnowledge off the classrooom experiencces.
The data include raw
w field notes and evaluatiions of studeent outcomess from their artifact anallysis.
The notes represent context
c
and actions
a
from
m the shared experiences in group disscussions annd
classroom
m lectures. The
T student outcomes
o
incclude their fi
first impressiion journalinng, literaturee
reviews, scholarly paapers, posterrs, and presen
ntations. Thee data are annalyzed to diiscover
relationsh
hips, make interpretation
ns, and deveelop explanattions. This innterpretive aanalysis folloows
a chronollogical journ
ney and is prresented in a findings forrmat.
Findings
The courrse was confi
figured into two
t stages (ssee Figure 1)). The first sstage was an introductionn to
earthquak
ke principless and the Haaiti earthquak
ke event. Thhe individuall student jourrnaling outcomes
informed
d the subsequ
uent research
h questions. The second stage was thhe group research inquirry
where thee students peerformed an artifact anallysis.

Figure 1. Co
ourse configguration.
Introduciing Earthqua
ake Principlles and the Haiti
H
Earthquuake Event
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ut one-quarteer of the sem
mester. The innstruction w
was an instruuctorThe first stage duration was abou
hodology wh
hich included
d a sprinklinng of multim
media encounnters, readinggs,
centered lecture meth
gery. The top
pical areas were
w the evollution of eartthquake prinnciples. The lectures
and imag
expressed
d how U.S. model
m
buildiing codes an
nd lateral forrce procedurres evolved aas a result off
significan
nt earthquak
ke events. Th
he historical traces parallleled industrry’s knowleddge progresssion
regarding
g plate tecton
nics, quantiffying earthqu
uake events,, building coonstruction m
materials, andd
architectu
ural form an
nd configurattion. The mu
ultimedia enggagements iincluded sileent footage oof
San Fran
ncisco’s Mark
ket Street prrior to and affter the 19066 earthquakee, the 1908 M
Messina, Italyy,
earthquak
ke, earthquaake preparedn
ness for the New Madridd fault region, architectuural and
engineeriing collaboraations, and footage
f
of th
he Haiti earthhquake and aaftermath. Some of the
readings and imagery
y included a prediction of
o a Haitian eearthquake[66], the losses in higher
n[7], and a bo
order image between Haaiti and the D
Dominican R
Republic. Thee student
education
outcomess were in thee form of firsst impression
n journalingg.

The studeents documeented their im
mpressions in the classrooom immediiately after vviewing eachh
individuaal artifact. Th
he student im
mpressions revealed
r
thatt earthquakee events weree either a
structural phenomeno
on with cultu
ural implicattions or a cuultural phenoomenon withh structural
implicatiions. One im
mpression waas more buoy
yant while thhe other desccended in prrominence. T
The
impressio
ons collapsed into five su
ubsequent th
hemes of thee built enviroonment, eartthquakes v.
buildingss, Haitian cu
ulture, Haitiaan utopia, and survivor sttories. This bbreadth of innterest from
structural to cultural sensibilities was not antticipated wheen the course was first oorchestrated.
Therefore, the researrch questionss accommod
dated the twoo primary toppical areas oof earthquakee
engineeriing and Haitti where each
h topic allow
wed the otherr to act as a backdrop coondition. Thee five
theme-baased research
h questions were
w created
d by weavingg a topical arrea and its backdrop within
the timeline parameteers of pre-eaarthquake, eaarthquake, orr post-earthqquake. The ttimeline provvides
a holisticc viewpoint of
o the disasteer event. Thee student ressearch questiions are wovven into the
fabric of topical area and timeline illustrated in Figure 2.. The divergeent topical aareas were
addressed
d by couplin
ng the two to
opical areas (earthquake
(
engineeringg and Haiti) aand the two
timefram
mes (pre-earth
hquake and post-earthqu
p
uake).

Fig
gure 2. Student researchh questions.
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nt. The indiv
vidual studen
nt journalingg revealed seeveral comm
ments that forrged
The builtt environmen
an interest in explorin
ng the utility
y of building
gs. This indiccated a heighhtened intereest in the
ficance of thee National P
Palace on thee
structural phenomenaa. One studeent recognizeed the signifi
built environment an
nd commenteed, “The sturrdiest buildinng in Haiti ccollapses?? Y
Yikes. –Whaat
he rest of [th
he] buildingss.” The studeent understood that one pprominent faailure
does thatt say about th

may have broader implications to the building industry. Another student provided a different
structural angle and asked, “Are there building codes in Haiti[?]” The student questions the
accountability of the designers and builders. This pattern of impressions highlighted a need to
study the built environment to understand how buildings were designed and constructed before
the earthquake. This theme of journaling led to the research question, “What is the nature of
building design and construction in Port-au-Prince prior to 2010?”
Earthquakes v. buildings. The students recognized the relationship between the focus, epicenter,
and the locations of buildings. One student noted, “The focal depth was shallow, so it was more
catastrophic.” There were also varying degrees of damage severity. One student wrote,
“Buildings don’t seem to collapse completely creating dangerous structures.” These students
discovered post-earthquake relationships between the event and building damage. This pattern of
thinking led to the notion of earthquakes versus buildings. The emphasis was the amount of harm
inflicted upon the structures. This research question became, “What is the nature of proximate
and collateral damage of the built environment in Port-au-Prince due to the 2010 earthquake?”
Haitian culture. Several comments expressed an interest in exploring the Haitian way of life
prior to the 2010 earthquake. These impressions emphasized earthquakes as a cultural
phenomenon with structural implications. The students were wondering why earthquake
readiness was not part of the Haitian daily way of life. One student provided a viable question
after reading the earthquake prediction, “Why did nobody act on this claim?” Another student
wrote, “The country was completely unprepared.” Haitians are seldom exposed to severe
earthquakes. One student recognized the time between significant earthquakes, “Longer periods
w/out activity have left people . . . Dormancy.” The student was implying that the relative
infrequency may make the citizens more complacent or passive about the dangers of
earthquakes. The Haitians clearly have more immediate concerns. This pattern of impressions
revealed a need to study the Haitian culture to better understand the plight of the people. This
theme of journaling led to the research question, “What is the nature of the mental consciousness
of Haitians prior to 2010 regarding a possible major earthquake event?”
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Haitian utopia. There was a distinction between pre- and post-earthquake cultural impressions.
Several students recognized the current economic conditions and future reconstruction, “4th
poorest country in the world” and “Tent cities, rebuilding will be difficult due to monetary
concerns.” Another student wrote, “How is the country going to recover?” The monetary aspect
elevates the cultural sensitivity. These students inferred a difference between immediate and
long-term reconstruction capabilities. This led to the notion of envisioning incremental postearthquake activities. The students expressed a general concern regarding foreign involvement
influencing the Haitian economy, government, and other social areas. One student noticed a
difference between the economies of the two neighboring countries on the island of Hispaniola
and questioned, “What are the differences between Haiti and the Dominican Republic
politically?” Student responses within this theme observed that identity and progress may have
been stifled in the past and that an idyllic community should be explored.[8], [9] The Haitians
should describe their ideal society as opposed to international contingents even with the best of
intentions. This pattern of impressions revealed a need to understand utopia through the
perceptions of Haitians. This theme of journaling led to the research question, “How do Haitians
envision the reconstruction of Port-au-Prince?”

Survivor stories. The earthquake event found a position between the pre- and post-earthquake
timeline and between the structural and cultural themes. Impressions indicated a sense of
urgency to the event and its immediate aftermath. The students noticed the instantaneous
hardship and transformation. One student commented on the broader essentials, “Needs: fresh
water, food, shelter, medical care, utilities, [and] communications/control.” Some students wrote
about why special needs existed, “A third of the population have lost their homes.” Several
students noted an unusual situation, “Jail collapse[s], inmates escaped.” Others followed with,
“Lucky day for the inmates!”, “need for law enforcement”, and “How do they protect people
from starvation, looting, + prisoners?” These comments suggested a journey into the survivor
stories that describes the event within a smaller reference timeframe. This pattern of journaling
led to the research question, “What is the nature of the event and its immediate aftermath?”
Student Inquiry
The second stage extent was about three-quarters of the semester. The two major obstacles
confronting educators in pursuing classroom discussions are the need for minimum topical
content and the lack of a controlled discussion.[10] Topical content is best managed through
instructor-centered lectures. As discussion activities increase, the content progressively
decreases. This shift facilitates an increase in learning comprehension. Therefore, a hybrid
lecture and discussion format was chosen in an effort to inform content during the inquiry stage.
Weekly lectures were conducted on Mondays and group discussions on Wednesdays and
Fridays. The group discussions were coordinated with the group research questions. Each group
was assigned one research question. The lectures were outcomes of the group discussions from
the previous week. This stage was fluid and integrated student discovery.
The ten groups performed artifact analyses in the narrative traditions to examine the nature of
their structural or cultural phenomenon. Their artifact data was acquired unobtrusively and in the
form of traces, documents, personal communications, records, photographs, videos, and archives.
One of the most unexpected artifacts was secret surveillance footage during the earthquake. The
artifacts were indicators of individual or group life and the built environment. The students
interpreted the data by recognizing patterns and making generalizations. Students chose to
analyze datum without its companion explanation. For example, the students frequently turned
off the audio when viewing a video file from a journalistic source. This had two benefits. First,
the students may be researching a topic that is divergent from the purpose of the video. In
general, the unfiltered imagery was a valuable resource. Second, the students were not relying on
third party explanation of events. Therefore, students performed more critical thinking. Their
research culminated in scholarly papers, posters, presentations, and a 3D information sharing
system. The student outcomes and engagements from the entire course revealed several
interesting findings. The findings represent the interpretations of the relationships inside the
student outcomes. Seven themes that emerged from their journey follow.
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Global impact. The students found that earthquakes may induce damage in other parts of the
world. The Chilean earthquake registered an 8.8 MW about five weeks into the course. The
energy released from the Chilean earthquake was considerably greater than the Haiti earthquake
and in a location that may induce a tsunami. The students became informed of the broader
implications as Hawaii may have been subjected to a tsunami induced by the Chilean earthquake.

The students learned that the 1964 Alaskan earthquake in Anchorage created a tsunami that
damaged Hawaii 2,800 miles [4,500 km] away.[11] These other earthquakes reminded the
students that the tectonic plates are under constant strain and continually inducing ground motion
globally. The students began to independently track the daily ground motion through the U.S.
Geological Survey. The daily motion also reinforced the importance of soil characteristics,
building construction techniques, and the proximity of structures to the edges of tectonic plates.
Model building codes and insurance. The students discovered that design and construction
practices in Haiti are not comparable to current U.S. building practices. Although the students
found a 1985 Caribbean Uniform Building Code (CUBiC), they were unable to locate a code
specific to Haiti. Haiti never adopted the CUBiC even though several other neighboring nations
deploy this code. Regardless, the CUBiC was found to be insufficient for hurricanes and
earthquakes.[12] The students found that some buildings were built and occupied by foreign
entities. Builders abide by international standards when the foreign structures are privately
insured. These structures were less vulnerable to collapse. The Caribbean Catastrophe Risk
Insurance Facility (CCRIF) provides coverage for uninsured structures. The CCRIF is a
consortium of nations that provides insurance as a result of hurricanes and earthquakes. There is
no financial incentive for implementing a code with earthquake provisions when governmental
insurance is accessible.[13]
Earthquake frequency. The students found that the last relevant earthquake near Port-au-Prince
was almost two and a half centuries ago. The last major earthquake on the island of Hispaniola
registered an 8.0 MW in 1946.[14] This occurred at Samana, Dominican Republic. The 64 years
since the earthquake exceeds the life expectancy of Haitians.[15] This infrequency, led the
Haitians to a state of complacency regarding earthquake dangers and preparedness. Hurricanes
and heavy rains are impacting the Haitians more than earthquakes. These happen on a seasonal
and an annual basis and are pertinent to their daily way of life. The result is that some
construction has portable tendencies. The rains and associated flooding necessitate the movement
of homes. The infrastructure deficiencies exacerbate the consequences of the flooding.
Understandably, the Haitians are more prepared for hurricanes than earthquakes.
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Concrete construction. The students found that concrete was a common construction material
which seemed unusual in a tropical climate. One would suspect that a mass material would store
then release too much heat energy to be a viable product. They found several instances where the
water to cement ratio was extremely high. They were seeking answers to whether the material
was chosen for its strength, availability, cost, etc. or were other materials neglected due to the
same circumstances. The students realized that material choices were sometimes influenced by
society and that policymakers dictated the use of land and resources. The students discovered
that construction techniques and materials were inconsistent.[16], [17] Several buildings were left
incomplete. These structures were not subjected to inspection. One example is where the
concrete columns extend beyond the structure with the reinforcement bars exposed. This implied
that additional stories were forthcoming. The material exposure permitted the students to find
several conditions where the concrete columns neglected reinforcement, were under-reinforced,
or used reinforcement bars without deformations.[18] These became learning opportunities for the
whole class on designing unreinforced concrete members and the impact on the strength
affiliated with the development length of smooth reinforcement bars.

BIM and
d interactive 3D. The stud
dents found that buildingg informatioon modeling (BIM) is
interoperrable with on
n-line interacctive 3D visu
ualization sooftware proggrams. Somee student team
ms
pursued a 3D information sharing
g system. BIIM is a digittal representaation of a buuilding and
becomes a shared knowledge resource among
gst its users.. Two studennt teams choose to create an
ntext of builldings. Artifaact data was placed in thhe environmeent on the siides of builddings
urban con
for inform
mation shariing. The urbaan environm
ment was impported into a user-friendlly gaming
engine. The
T interactiv
ve 3D allow
ws novice useers to freely navigate witthin the urbaan context annd
view the relevant artiifacts. Figuree 3 illustratees a screen caapture outsidde the urbann environmennt.
Using BIIM and interroperable interactive 3D has industryy potential too complimennt the integraated
project delivery
d
meth
hods.[19]

Figure 3. Artifact dataa sharing wiith interactivve 3D.
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r
Th
he students discovered
d
th
hat sometimees the researcch trail term
minates. The
Artifact retrieval.
newness of the Haiti earthquake hindered som
me student iinquiries wheere the artifaact trail endeed.
Some stu
udents did no
ot uncover en
nough data to
t continue oon a thread oof exploratioon. When thee
referencees concluded
d, the studentts sought rep
presentative examples frrom other sittuations to ddraw
their own
n conclusion
ns. One exam
mple was the brief appearrance of the CUBiC on tthe World W
Wide
Web befo
ore it inexpliicably vanish
hed. Subseq
quently, the sstudents locaated third paarty artifacts
regarding
g the code. The
T St. Luciaa version is available,
a
buut this is not the same doocument as thhe
1985 CU
UBiC. This prroblem was also indicatiive of a weaakness in their search meethods wheree
they did not
n properly
y document the
t keywords used in thee original seaarch parameeters. Some
groups em
mbraced the challenge. There
T
was a Sherlock Hoolmes appeaal to locatingg artifacts duuring
their jourrney.[20] The students tho
ought more critically
c
whhen they attem
mpted to sollve the mysttery.

Tradition
nal media. The
T students discovered that
t the U.S.. news mediaa readily jum
mped on the
earthquak
ke story due to the catastrophic natu
ure of the eveent and its prroximity to tthe U.S. Artifacts
retrieved
d from the meedia outlets should be triiangulation ffor validatioon. As phenoomena unfoldd,
factual daata may be misrepresent
m
ted. The stud
dents found tthat interview
ws of Haitiaans were morre
reliable than the repo
orter accountts in the field
d.[21] The stuudents noticeed the diminnishing returnn of
media co
overage as tim
me became more
m
distantt from the evvent. From a cultural sennsitivity, lesss aid
will be fo
orthcoming to
t the Haitiaans as the meedia coveragge lessens. Thhis would occcur a time m
most
critical due
d to the upccoming hurrricane and raain season. E
Even with aidd coming arrriving, studeents
were find
ding several survivor sto
ories concern
ning its lack of adequate distributionn.
Discussio
on
The prim
mary purposee of the study
y was to bettter understannd the naturee of student eengagementt and
the secon
ndary purposse was to stu
udy the broad
d implicationns of disasteers in educatiion. The autthor
explored the research
h question, “What
“
is the nature of syynchronous eengagementss between thhe
learner an
nd the disastter event?” I extruded th
hree educatioonal lessons learned by oobserving thee
student th
hemes evolv
ve. These aree reflections from the reaal-time disasster inquiriess in the areass of
course in
nstruction, co
ontent, and student
s
outco
omes. Thesee function as hallmarks oof best practiices
to integraate liberal ed
ducation into
o engineering
g curricula.
Major Fiindings
The first lesson learn
ned was to deevelop the sttudents’ Eurreka! momennts into subsequent lectuure
topics. Th
he students experienced
e
these discov
veries duringg the inquiryy stage. The students
revealed the Eureka! moments du
uring the gro
oup discussioons. One exaample was thhe discoveryy that
the Natio
onal Palace was
w built witth some conccrete columnns that contaained four thhin and smoooth
vertical reinforcemen
r
nt bars (see Figure
F
4). Th
he students iinstinctivelyy knew that thhis was
incorrectt, but did nott have the tecchnical know
wledge to unnderstand whhy. This wass an opportunnity
to discuss the significcance of stirrrups, hooks,, bar deform
mations, and ddevelopmentt lengths witth the
individuaal group and
d then extend
d into the claass lecture thhe following Monday. Thhis was
knowledg
ge strengthening for the original disccovery groupp and knowlledge acquissition for thee
remainin
ng students. Each
E
group had
h individu
ual discoveries that occurrred at differrent times. T
The
[22]
daily ASEE briefingss facilitated the
t discoverries. Thes e artifacts w
were distributted as a tool to
d
The
T ASEE reeadings prov
ved to be invvaluable.
initiate discussions.
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Figure 4. National Palace, Portt-au-Prince: (a)
( August 77, 2006;[23] aand (b) Januaary 14, 20100.[24]

The second lesson was to accommodate unexpected cultural content and seek connections with
structural content. The breadth of content associated with a disaster phenomenon seems endless.
Unusual topics arose during the discussions such as economics, politics, anthropology,
sociology, foreign language, history, violent crime, and even food science, etc. This was, in part,
due to Drury’s liberal arts general education experience. The expanded inquiry was integral in
recognizing themes regarding Haitian design and construction practices. The economy was one
example of transforming a non-technical cultural theme back into the structural domain.
Discussions of economy were transformed into concrete failure conditions for unreinforced,
under-reinforced, balanced, and over-reinforced members. This was relevant due to the amount
of reinforcement that a client could afford to purchase rather than meeting a strength
requirement. Permitting cultural journeys fostered critical thinking.
The third lesson learned was to recognize that incremental inquiries of the cultural phenomena
are essential for developing long-term engineering solutions. If cultural topics are avoided,
students arrive at the final destination without making incremental inquiries along the way. A
risk exists of making inappropriate long-term solutions. The initial viewing of the earthquake
aftermath images may create a rush to judgment. One may readily conclude that there are
problems with the design and construction of the buildings as these were clearly inadequate for
the applied loads. A final solution, therefore, must be to educate and provide the Haitians with
the most current model building code. Not so fast. An exclusive inquiry of only the structural
phenomenon may not provide an implementable solution. Incremental inquiries of the cultural
phenomena are needed along the way before a long-term solution is realized. The Haitians
showed us that securing basic sustenance and finding shelter prior to the rain season have a
greater sense of urgency than the design and construction of permanent structures. In addition,
portable structures represent a significant contribution to their built environment. The Haitians
must also overcome years of cultural notions that earthquakes rarely strike Haiti. Both structural
and cultural inquiries should be embraced to paint a holistic portrait before rebuilding Haiti.
Recent Disasters
Most Americans live in areas that are exposed to hazards whether naturally occurring or through
involvement with humankind. Natural hazards may be in the form of tornadoes, earthquakes, or
hurricanes and may impact the Midwest, West Coast, and Gulf States, respectively. Hazards
occurring from human involvement may be oil drilling rigs, physical neglect of buildings and
infrastructure, or acts of terrorism. Hazards are the initial sources of the phenomena. The
selected phenomenon should have broad implications and significance to warrant a classroom
inquiry. Broad implications exist when there is harm to human life, its shelter, or to ecosystems.
The significance is the degree of harm such as human lives lost, reconstruction costs of buildings
and infrastructure, or the corresponding loss of fauna and flora. A disaster occurs when a hazard
achieves the aforementioned harm.
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The past decade witnessed the 2000 Carlsbad pipeline explosion, 2001 September 11 attacks,
2002 Hayman Fire disaster, 2003 Midwest tornado outbreak sequence, 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami, 2005 Hurricane Katrina, 2006 North American heat wave, 2007 I-35W Mississippi
River bridge collapse, 2008 Bihar India flood, 2009 Typhoon Ketsana, 2010 Deepwater Horizon
oil drilling platform explosion, and the 2011 Sendai, Honshu, Japan earthquake. These disasters

illustrate the range of sources and globalism. We are all potentially connected to an unwanted
disaster situation since no region is immune from some adverse risk. The potential of student
travel and first-hand accounts is increased when a disaster has geographic proximity. First-hand
accounts would enrich the learning experience.
Real-time is the synchronicity between the disaster phenomenon and the academic experience.
Inquiry is the student investigation of the event. When too much time passes between the event
and the inquiry, professionals and academics may have their conclusions available in the public
domain. Although this peer review data has significant value, its accessibility may inhibit the
students from experiencing more frequent Eureka! moments. To optimize this learning
experience, the event and the academic experience are concurrent and the recent events are still
under active investigation and remediation by industry. The research questions should not yet to
be fully explored. Synchronous engagements encourage critical thinking and permit the students
to confront dramatic events in higher education. This may improve the response quality and
timing exhibited later in professional practice.
Limitations of the Study
There were three concerns with study regarding the architecture students as participants,
prerequisite engineering knowledge, and traditional news media. First, architecture students may
not elicit the same impressions and outcomes as students in engineering programs. The liberal
arts backdrop may influence the amount of cultural implications generated by the students. To
counterbalance this potential effect, the instructor emphasized earthquake principles and events
as topical content wherever possible. Secondly, this course was the third structures course in a
sequence of three. The students did not have ample prerequisite engineering knowledge. This
limited their depth of envisioning more structural implications, but this change and sometimes
loss of content also provided more instructor opportunities to introduce engineering topics
through real life scenarios. Thirdly, some of the artifacts originated from traditional news media
outlets. This datum was triangulated with other sources for validation. Even with this degree of
care, journalistic sources appear to elevate cultural themes with a greater sense of urgency than
structural themes. This concern was addressed by using the readings provided by the ASEE.
Implications of Future Research
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The study was not designed to make a claim that students learn more from a synchronous
disaster immersion than an asynchronous replication. Future research may consider teaching the
same course at different points in time. The first course is synchronous with the phenomenon.
The second course is asynchronous and conducted several years after the event. This becomes a
longitudinal study of the quality and quantity of impressions and Eureka! moments as time
increases between the event and the classroom experience. This research may indicate a greater
frequency of cultural impressions during the synchronous experience. Future research should
include different stages of prerequisite knowledge. A disaster inquiry course at the undergraduate
level may furnish different student outcomes and instructor interpretations than a graduate
course. Other suggestions include using an engineering course integrated with a humanities class,
or situations where the course is team taught across disciplines. This combination of structural
and cultural perspectives surrounding disaster inquiry is worth further investigation.

Overall Significance of the Study
Civil engineering education strives for broader exposure to the humanities and social sciences.
This course enlisted topics such as Haitian history and political structures which are inside the
foundational knowledge areas of the humanities and social sciences, respectively. This classroom
experience places the students, “In a position to understand the physical world and the behaviors
of its inhabitants.”[25] The student outcomes of scholarly papers, posters, and presentations
illustrate the importance and incorporation of the humanities and social sciences. The course
outcomes demonstrate the knowledge, comprehension, and application levels of achievement in
a manner that is coupled with technical content. In conclusion, consider real-time disaster
inquiries as an opportunity for broader implications where, “Education is for improving the lives
of others and for leaving your community and world better than what you found it.”[26]
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