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Abstract 

In 2023, a small town in the State of Hawaiʻi was devastated by a natural disaster. This 

qualitative case study focused on students who experienced that disaster and were in the Upward 

Bound high school program, which serves low-income and first-generation college students. 

Following the natural disaster, the students faced many adversities, including mental health, 

displacement, and disruption of everyday life and school. Applying the Bridging Multiple 

Worlds Theory, this research focused on what helped and hindered students after the natural 

disaster to stay in high school, maintain a GPA of 2.5 or higher, and continue their education 

post-high school. Participants included 10 Upward Bound students. Data sources included focus 

groups and individual interviews, observations at Upward Bound sessions, and documents. 

Findings showed that parental encouragement, Upward Bound, and financial assistance notably 

influenced students' attainment of higher education goals. Results suggested that school 

relocation following a disaster influenced student engagement, mental health recovery, and 

academic resilience, especially for Hawaiian Language Immersion Program students who 

experienced culture-based programming. Faith-based, cultural, and community connections 

fostered resilience through activities such as reconnecting with nature, prayer, and donation 

hubs. Students who reported that their multiple worlds aligned demonstrated more perseverance 

following the natural disaster. Results highlight the need for flexible learning environments and 

mental health support to assist students who have experienced a natural disaster. Support for 

disaster-affected students is recommended, including financial assistance, proactive mental 

health services, culturally responsive programming, and training for trauma-informed practices.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In 2023, a small town located in the State of Hawaiʻi was devastated by a natural disaster 

(Kelleher, 2023). The disaster swept through town, destroying 2,000 buildings and 104 homes 

and killing at least 100 people. Following the disaster, the local high school shut down for two 

months, displacing students. This research is a qualitative, exploratory case study of Upward 

Bound (UB) high school students in the year following the natural disaster to understand their 

experiences. I was interested in what helped and hindered the students to stay in high school, 

maintain a GPA of 2.5 or higher, and pursue postsecondary education. 

This study took place on a rural neighbor island in the State of Hawai‘i. The neighbor 

islands, which include Kauaʻi, Hawaiʻi, Maui, Molokaʻi, Lānaʻi, Niʻihau, and Kahoʻolawe, are 

unique in that many of the communities are rural and hold cultural richness. Hawaiʻi is among 

the most isolated populations in the world, located 2,400 miles from the continental United 

States. Natural disasters in isolated ecosystems can impact transportation, education, and 

healthcare, and disrupt daily life (Parrott et al., 2023). 

 Rural communities often experience shortages in mental health providers, educational 

support services, and college-preparatory opportunities compared to urban areas (Kamaka et al., 

2021). In smaller communities, the closure of schools, as occurred in this study for two months, 

affects youth, disrupting their education, social, and cultural norms (Peek, 2008). After a 

disaster, disruptions can prolong academic recovery, as rural schools may lack the resources and 

physical space to resume instruction (Casserly et al., 2018). 

In the community in which this study took place, approximately 15% of residents was 

Native Hawaiian (Office of Hawaiian Affairs, 2023). This was slightly more than the percentage 

of Hawaiians on the island overall, but lower than the 22% of all State residents who are Native 
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Hawaiians. The participants’ high school enrolled 11% Native Hawaiian students; however, 60% 

of the participants in this study identified as Native Hawaiian. Two of the Hawaiian participants 

attended the Kula Kaiapuni, the Hawaiian language immersion program, located within the local 

high school.  

 Instruction in Kula Kaiapuni is delivered in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi (the Hawaiian language) 

(Hawai‘i State Department of Education, n. d.). The statewide public-school program contributes 

to the revitalization of the Hawaiian language and perpetuation of Hawaiian culture and 

knowledge. The program provides culturally grounded learning environments that encourage 

identity development and academic persistence among Native Hawaiian students (Kana‘iaupuni 

et al., 2011). 

 After the natural disaster, students in the current study faced many adversities, including 

mental health needs. Addressing the needs of individuals who have experienced a disaster 

through adequate resources is critical to their recovery (Smith et al., 2009). Mental health 

struggles are common for those who have experienced a disaster (Kerr et al., 2018). Natural 

disasters are devastating to communities, leaving families displaced, grieving the loss of family 

and community members, and creating financial despair.  

 This case study focused on students in the UB program who attended the high school 

where the disaster took place. UB is a federally funded high school program that works with 

low-income and first-generation (LIFG) college students (McElroy & Armesto, 1998). UB is an 

intervention program that helps disadvantaged students access higher education (Pillay & Manik, 

2007). Participants of the program are considered marginalized, either due to their economic 

status or because neither of their parents received a bachelor’s degree, putting them at a 

disadvantage for completing high school and college enrollment.  
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There is a need to study the students’ perspective following a natural disaster because 

disasters often interrupt educational trajectories, affecting school retention and graduation, 

especially for vulnerable student populations (Peek, 2008). Students may face emotional 

challenges like choosing between their academic work and family responsibilities. Young 

survivors often have different recovery experiences from adults as they navigate school and their 

mental health, indicating a need to research the student voices for post-disaster planning (Irawan 

et al., 2023). 

College graduation changes the quality of life for individuals and increases collective 

capital for community members due to their increased economic stability (Lecy, 2021). UB 

students, who already faced barriers to high school and college enrollment before the disaster, 

subsequently faced even more significant risks for high school and college enrollment. Although 

this case study was not meant to generalize to other students, other learners may face similar 

situations as natural disasters continue.  

According to the Ecological Threat Register (2020), worldwide, the number of natural 

disasters has increased tenfold since 1969, from 39 incidents in 1960 to 396 in 2019. The number 

of children affected by natural disasters each year is alarmingly high and can be expected to rise 

as climate change continues (Dyregrov et al., 2018). The results of this study may inform similar 

programs to understand what helps and hinders marginalized students from remaining in school 

and enrolling in college.  

Educational psychologists study children and adolescents’ welfare and mental health in 

and out of school (Lewis et al., 2011; Verhoeven & Volman, 2019). There is a history of 

educational psychologists studying these issues through case studies (Maliphant et al., 2013). 

Whereas educational psychologists have focused on what helps or hinders students to remain in 
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high school, do well, and continue their goals for college enrollment (Pinquart & Ebeling, 2020), 

little is known regarding students who have experienced natural disasters. Cline et al. (2023) 

stated, “At the heart of the profession of educational psychology is a focus upon the 

achievements of children and young people–the reaching of the learner’s potential” (p. 49).  

The tragedy that is the focus of this study resulted in students being displaced from 

school for two months; nine of the 18 UB program students reported that they lost their homes 

due to the disaster. The challenges the students experienced impacted their multiple worlds of 

family, peers, school, and community. I aimed to research which worlds helped and hindered 

their abilities to stay in school, maintain a GPA of 2.5 or higher, and pursue post-secondary 

education. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

There is substantial research on the aftermath of natural disasters and the effects on 

children, adolescents, and traditional college-going students. Most published works focus on the 

impact of mental health and college enrollment. While these previous studies offered valuable 

insight into behavioral changes, they only provided partial solutions for what helped or hindered 

students from staying in school and doing well following a natural disaster. A limited body of 

knowledge exists regarding what contributes to high school students' continued success or 

decline after a natural disaster from the students’ perspective. 

In the following sections, I summarize findings on the effects of trauma on students’ 

experiences in school after a natural disaster in terms of support that has been provided and what 

was helpful to adolescents post-disaster. I review the literature on mental health following a 

natural disaster and evidence of what schools and communities have done to support young 

victims. Additionally, I review the literature on: (a) the effects of natural disasters on low-income 

students; (b) first-generation barriers to college enrollment; and (c) UB. Lastly, I describe the 

Bridging Multiple Worlds theory and how I used it as my theoretical framework.  

Mental Health Following a Natural Disaster 

Natural disasters can have long-lasting effects on adolescents’ mental health. Experiences 

of traumatic events can lead to adverse mental health, and adolescence is a period when more 

significant mental health needs are likely to emerge (Cline et al., 2023). While providing a 

general sense of normalcy for students when returning to high school is essential, it is also 

necessary to provide additional support for their mental health. An example of processes for 

mental health response is identifying exposure to trauma, proceeding to triage for the appropriate 

type and level of care, and then delivering the appropriate targeted intervention based on needs 
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assessment (North & Pfefferbaum, 2013). Common early psychological interventions include 

psychological first aid, psychological debriefing, and crisis counseling.  

An example of an intervention following a natural disaster is a community-based model 

of psychological first aid (Jacobs et al., 2016). A community-based model of psychology first aid 

program teaches community members how to support friends, families, neighbors, colleagues, 

and themselves. The model promotes community representatives learning self-care skills, being 

active listeners and problem-solvers, being helpers, and making referrals for grief and 

bereavement.  

Martin et al. (2016) found that a predictor of youths’ post-traumatic stress is if students 

experienced adverse events and negative friendship interactions before the traumatic event. A 

study on facilitating long-term recovery from natural disasters for schools showed that 

predominant coping techniques reported by adolescents were crying, going to a quiet place to 

think, praying, meditating, sleeping, and accepting the situation (Natasi et al., 2011). The 

primary supports reported for the adolescents were parents, peers, and teachers. With teachers 

being in the top three of primary support, schools play a significant role in recovery.  

Resilience and Disaster 

There can be long-lasting psychological effects among adolescents following a natural 

disaster. However, many studies have shown that children, adolescents, and adults are resilient 

and can recover from mental health challenges following traumatic events (Bonanno et al., 2023; 

Goldmann & Galea, 2014; Norris et al., 2009).  

One way to predict the psychological impact on adolescents is their level of resiliency. 

An investigation of adolescents’ psychological profiles following Hurricane Katrina suggested 
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that the most significant resources for resiliency were their ability to maintain a positive attitude, 

ask for help, and solve problems (Nelson, 2008). 

Hartwell et al. (2023) conducted an exploratory study using forest therapy as a trauma-

informed approach to disaster recovery following the 2018 natural disaster in Butte County, CA. 

Grounded in the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration's six fundamental 

principles of trauma-informed care, the researchers developed an interview guide that explored 

forest therapy as a trauma-informed approach to disaster recovery. The six principles were: (a) 

safety; (b) trustworthiness and transparency; (c) peer support, collaboration, and mutuality; (d) 

empowerment; (e) voice and choice, and (f) cultural, historical, and gender Issues (SAMHSA, 

2014). Trustworthiness and transparency were crucial to the forest therapy program, and the 

participants' ability to experience forest therapy at their own pace and attain their own goals may 

have merit in providing trauma-informed mental services to those from communities that have 

experienced a disaster.  

Bonanno et al. (2023) suggested the Flexibility Sequence as a determinant of resilience. 

The Flexibility Sequence comprises three sequential steps: (a) determining a situation’s unique 

challenges and opportunities, setting a goal for future behavior; (b) determining possible 

strategies within the person’s capabilities to offer the highest probability of success and 

monitoring; and (c) providing feedback regarding the effectiveness of the strategies to determine 

if correction is needed (Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Zimmermann & Iwanski, 2014).  

A component of the UB program, described in more detail below, is to work with high 

school students to increase the rates at which they enroll in and graduate from postsecondary 

institutions (McElroy & Armesto, 1998). The process for helping students pick the college that is 

best for them is similar to the Flexibility Sequence model in that UB advisors help students 
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choose the top three colleges they want to attend based on opportunities or challenges related to 

geographic location, academic majors available, educational quality, cost of attendance, and 

school size (Govan et al., 2006). After students make these choices, they are encouraged to set 

goals for taking steps for admission, and advisors provide feedback on students’ choices and 

offer strategies for enrollment. 

Effects of Trauma on Students’ School Experiences 

The effects of trauma following a natural disaster can significantly shape how students 

experience and engage with school. Trauma may manifest through various psychological and 

behavioral symptoms, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, non-

suicidal self-injury, and aggression—all of which can interfere with students’ academic 

performance, peer relationships, and sense of safety within the school environment (Cheng et al., 

2020; Larson et al., 2017; Lecy & Osteen, 2022). 

Martin et al. (2016) identified predictors of PTSD symptoms among youth following the 

2010 Nashville flood. Two key factors emerged: the severity of trauma-related experiences and 

pre-existing conditions, such as depressive symptoms or adverse life events, including negative 

peer interactions. These findings show how trauma’s impact is related to students’ prior social 

and emotional contexts—an especially relevant consideration for Hawaiian UB students whose 

lives may have been disrupted not only by the disaster, but by prior low-socioeconomic stressors. 

The relationship between trauma and school dissatisfaction was also documented after 

Hurricane Katrina. In a study of adolescent girls attending a school that closed for two months 

following the hurricane, Sims et al. (2015) found that disaster exposure indirectly contributed to 

school dissatisfaction through a cluster of PTSD symptoms, including avoidance and 
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hyperarousal. These symptoms might have contributed to hindering students’ sense of belonging 

and motivation, which are key to school success.  

Similar research has shown long-term effects on student behavior and performance. For 

example, three years after the May 2000 disaster in Enschede, the Netherlands, students 

significantly impacted by the catastrophe displayed problematic social behavior (Smilde-van et 

al., 2006). Boys showed more externalizing symptoms of aggressive and assertive behavior, and 

girls showed problems with social behaviors such as playing and completing school work.   

Additionally, Fuller and Davis (2021) found that students heavily impacted by Hurricanes 

Matthew and Florence had reduced standardized test scores over time. Test scores three years 

after Hurricane Matthew showed an even further decline, suggesting that recovery takes time and 

that academic deficits may worsen over time if students do not receive proper support.  

Human capital acquired through education can be a significant factor in determining 

economic progress (Barro, 2001). When disasters occur, students may become displaced from 

their homes, schools may shut down, and they may be forced to relocate to another school, 

resulting in a potential disadvantage in attaining a good education. Onigbinde (2018) found that 

the loss of human capital following a natural disaster, such as a decline in school performance, 

can ultimately put students at risk for future economic growth. 

Following the 1988 Nepal earthquake, Paudel and Ryu's (2018) longitudinal study 

revealed that in a developing country, high-income households quickly recovered their pre-

disaster education levels, whereas low-income households might not recover. Additionally, 

infants born in low-income families affected by the earthquake were 11.9% less likely to 

complete high school, indicating that natural disasters can decrease human capital and can have 

long-term effects on education (Paudel & Ryu, 2018). These findings show a great need for 
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governmental programs and additional assistance to help low-income families recover following 

a natural disaster, highlighting the vulnerability of students from low-income families or 

disadvantaged backgrounds, similar to many of the students served by the UB program.  

Other research showed that economically disadvantaged students may have more 

difficulty recovering from a natural disaster. For example, Lai et al. (2019) noted that interrupted 

schooling can hinder the mastery of foundational academic skills, particularly for low-income 

students who may have fewer resources for academic recovery. In some cases, low-income 

students or schools in economically disadvantaged communities face a more challenging time 

recovering from educational disruptions (Lai et al., 2019).  

McLaughlin et al. (2009) conducted a study 18 to 27 months after Hurricane Katrina to 

determine the prevalence of serious emotional disturbance among children and adolescents 

exposed to hurricane-related stressors. Of the 797 children ages 4 to 17 surveyed, 14.9% showed 

signs of serious emotional disturbance. Among these, 9.3% of the students directly attributed 

their emotional disturbances to Hurricane Katrina. The results of this study showed the 

importance of continuing to offer mental health counseling years following a natural disaster, as 

serious emotional disturbance can be a contributing factor to a decline in school performance.  

Higher education research also shows the lasting impacts of a natural disaster on student 

success and retention. In 2009, L’Aquila, Italy, suffered a devastating earthquake. Students at the 

local university experienced significant disruption to their academic studies due to the school 

closure, as well as potential psychological and physiological stress following the event (Di 

Pietro, 2017). The devastating event potentially delayed student graduation by 6.6% in earning a 

bachelor’s degree within three years. Students were also more likely to drop out of the university 

during the academic year when the earthquake occurred. These findings are consistent with 
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Wang’s (2024) analysis of 22 articles from January 2000 to February 2023 on the impacts of 

student enrollment in higher education. Wang found that natural disasters affected enrollment in 

higher education in multiple ways, including decreased registration, attendance, retention, and 

graduation rates. These effects were due to damaged infrastructure, economic and psychological 

stress, and reduced social support networks. The author concluded that financial assistance to the 

victims can increase college enrollment and retention after a natural disaster, and providing 

flexible learning and mental health services to those impacted by the disaster is essential.  

Support from Schools  

The literature on how schools and communities respond to natural disasters offers insight 

into how educational institutions can provide stability after a traumatic event. Following the 

devastating Hawaiʻi natural disaster that is the focus of the current study, understanding how 

schools respond to trauma is essential to examining resilience and the effects of the disaster on 

the youth.  

Fletcher and Nicholas (2016) interviewed six principals following the 2011 New Zealand 

earthquake. He found that adapting communication with the school community to disseminate 

rapidly changing information was effective as the schools became a central point for 

communicating local issues. Community hubs were established at the schools to distribute water, 

food, and volunteer support. Educators used websites, social media, and phone calls to 

communicate with students and family members.  Principals reported approaching families with 

care and creating trust with those who appeared to be struggling. Many students used in-school 

mental health counseling services, and expectations were lowered months following the 

earthquake to give staff and students time to process the change.  



12 

One principal talked about taking care of their well-being and only doing the important 

things (Fletcher & Nicholas, 2016). This statement resonated with me as a leader who navigated 

students and staff through the tragic natural disaster in Hawaiʻi. My initial reaction was to jump 

in and do everything I could to help the UB students, their families, and the Hawaiʻi community. 

At the same time, I was feeling the devastation of the tremendous loss following the disaster. 

Having recently led the staff and students through the COVID-19 pandemic, I was recovering 

from that crisis and wondered whether I had the energy to help students through another one. 

The best advice I received from a colleague, who was a clinical psychologist, was to take time 

for myself first, or risk burning out quickly. 

Implications for policies and practices regarding school achievement following 

Hurricanes Matthew and Florence included reconsidering accountability requirements, adapting 

the curriculum to help students get back on track, and supporting the whole child by encouraging 

teachers to meet students' needs in the aftermath of the disaster (Fuller & Davis, 2021). 

Following a natural disaster, students, their families, and communities are often fragile, so 

showing flexibility in what is expected of them is crucial as they grieve the losses resulting from 

the disaster.  

School-based mental health interventions help mitigate the impact of natural disasters 

(Womer et al., 2005). Mental health programs can be effective in schools because they are 

familiar places for children and are easily accessible for implementation (Le Brocque et al., 

2016). In school environments, teachers can incorporate various strategies to help with potential 

emotional difficulties.  

Research suggests that school-based interventions can help establish a professional and 

peer support system, which may help reduce the post-disaster trauma experienced by students 



13 

who have been affected by a natural disaster (Mincey, 2021). Moreover, cognitive-behavioral 

therapy methods, as well as the ERASE-Stress model cited by Lai et al. (2019) and Powell and 

Holleran (2017), have been shown to be effective in reducing the impact on students who 

experienced mental health issues after a disaster.  

Le Brocque et al.ʻs (2017) school-based intervention provided a guide for educators to 

increase awareness of post-traumatic reactions, offered practical strategies for teachers within the 

classroom, and developed procedures for referring children who may be at risk. Under this 

model, interventions are integrated into the school syllabus, allowing students to develop coping 

skills continuously, as they may experience long-term effects of the traumatic event.  

Case studies from Japan, Turkey, and the United States analyzed the impacts of schools 

and teachers who implemented recovery techniques after a natural disaster. During the 2011 

earthquake and tsunami in Japan, schools provided basic needs within their communities, 

including educational and emotional support. During the 1999 earthquake in Turkey, teachers 

were integral in helping students navigate trauma and regain normality in their lives. The 

rebuilding process in the United States after Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, and Ike highlighted the 

role of schools as unifying forces in the community. Mincey’s (2021) analyses of teachers’ 

experiences revealed that they were often frontline responders and catalysts for post-traumatic 

growth, in the form of emotional healing and reinforcing positive adaptations among their 

students. 

Preventive practices are essential for effectively reducing the impact of natural disasters 

on students (Augusterfer et al., 2020). School-based programs should be incorporated into a plan 

to mitigate the effects of a natural disaster on children (Yohannan & Carlson, 2019). Many 
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intervention programs have utilized schools as the best setting for providing mental health 

services.  

Natural Disasters and Low-Income Families 

Droughts, hurricanes, and other environmental disasters can increase poverty and 

deprivation (Carter et al., 2007). Rentschler (2013) found that economically disadvantaged 

individuals were more vulnerable and exposed to economic and human capital losses caused by 

disasters. Following a natural disaster, low-income families may experience continued loss of 

income, health issues, and poor education that can result in further perpetuating their poverty. 

This is the case for the Hawaiʻi natural disaster, as housing and the cost of living in Hawaiʻi are 

high, and many families reside in multigenerational households to be able to live there.  

Socioeconomic factors influence school recovery after natural disasters, as they 

determine the availability of resources and financial support. Lai et al. (2018) highlighted that 

schools located in economically disadvantaged areas face certain conditions, such as having 

more students per teacher and limited resources, which can significantly hinder recovery. 

Recovery plans should raise awareness about the socioeconomic conditions of schools and 

ensure that these limitations are considered during recovery efforts (Lai et al., 2019).  

Because low-income families experience difficulties with obtaining and receiving aid, 

lack of access to housing after a disaster, and the stress associated with lack of resources could 

lead to depression or other mental health issues (Hedges et al., 2018). There was a housing 

shortage prior to the Hawaiʻi disaster, and the situation worsened following the natural disaster 

(Pactol, 2024). An immediate impact of a disaster is the number of newly unhoused individuals 

following the event (Fothergill & Peek, 2007). Displaced UB students have reported living in 



15 

hotels with family members and in vacation rentals (McGough, 2023). Many families 

experienced significant stress because they had lost their homes, jobs, and businesses.  

High School attendance often decreases after a disaster. For example, Hurricanes Katrina 

and Rita forced many children to relocate across the southeastern US, and high schools that 

housed displaced students reported increased attendance and behavioral problems (Imberman & 

Sacerdote, 2012). Kousky (2016) reported a decrease in secondary school enrollment due to 

students having to work to supplement lost income. In 2018, a natural disaster struck Paradise, 

California. Youth experienced months of displacement and disruption to their everyday lives at 

home and school (Hamideh & Fischer, 2022).   

Barriers to College Enrollment for Low-Income, First-Generation Students 

 The high school completion rates and college enrollment are lower for impoverished 

students (Grimard & Maddaus, 2002). In 2018, 83% of high-income students enrolled in college, 

compared to 64% of students from low-income families (NCES, 2020). While the gap in college 

enrollment between low- and high-income families closed somewhat over the years, there is still 

a 16 percentage-point difference between them (NCES, 2020).  

LIFG college students face challenges with high school retention and college enrollment 

(Huerta et al., 2018; Havemen & Smeeding, 2006; Charles et al., 2017). There are long-term 

positive benefits to attaining a higher education degree, including social mobility, employment 

opportunities, and improved economic standing (Cooper & Mulvey, 2015). A sense of belonging 

in college can be a barrier for LIFG students. LIFG college students are more likely to have 

limited connections with teachers and school counselors and may feel they do not belong in 

college (Schwartz et al., 2018). Means & Pyne (2017) found that some LIFG students worried 

that their identities were not always welcomed or recognized at their institution. 
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Social capital refers to the network of family relationships and resources that can help 

students achieve higher education and career goals (Cooper, 2011). LIFG students tend to have 

less social capital than students from middle- or higher-income backgrounds. Greater social 

capital is associated with various positive outcomes, including high school retention and college 

enrollment (Morris et al., 2022). School counselors may serve as a source of social capital in the 

college application process (Bryan et al., 2011). Oleka and Mitchell (2022) found that high 

school counselors provided opportunities for college access for low-income students, providing a 

form of social capital. High school counselors, college readiness programs, and parent and peer 

support are examples of social capital that can help students stay in high school and continue to 

complete their post-secondary education.  

Upward Bound 

UB can provide social capital for LIFG students to support their graduation from high 

school, enrollment in college, and attainment of a college degree. The UB program originated in 

1965 as part of President Johnson’s “War on Poverty” initiative, following the passage of the 

Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 (Fluharty, 2023). UB was originally one of three TRIO 

programs established to provide services to individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. At the 

time of this study, eight programs fell under the federal TRIO Programs. UB was administered 

through the U.S. Department of Education. There are 1,023 projects in the U.S., with 74,000 

participants (DOE, 2023). Services typically begin in the 9th grade and continue through the 

summer after high school graduation. UB offers college preparation for low-income youth who 

are considered first-generation.  

UB participants must demonstrate that they meet the Federal TRIO Program low-income 

guidelines or show that they will be first-generation college students. According to the Code of 
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Federal Regulations 647.7 (1994), first-generation college students include those (a) whose 

neither natural or adoptive parents did not received a baccalaureate degree; (b) who, before the 

age of 18, regularly resided with and received support from only one parent, and whose 

supporting parent did not receive a baccalaureate degree; or (c) who, before age 18, did not 

regularly reside with or receive support from a natural or adoptive parent.  

In 2023, the UB program served 205 students in seven high schools. I focused on the 

local high school in the town where the disaster occurred. All UB students are encouraged to 

participate in the summer program, monthly Saturday Academies, and monthly meetings with an 

advisor at their high schools.  

Grimard and Maddaus (2018) suggested that UB students who spend the summer on a 

college campus will feel less anxiety about attending college. The UB summer program was a 6-

week “college-going” experience hosted at the Maui College campus. UB students were 

encouraged but not required to attend. In the mornings, students applied problem-based learning 

that connected them with community partners to solve real-world problems. In the afternoons, 

students worked in a maker space to create prototypes for their solutions and participated in 

afternoon student-led clubs. Examples of the clubs in 2023 included hula, technology, graphic 

design, culinary arts, and art. In the program's final week, students presented their solutions to 

their peers and the community. 

During the academic year, we encouraged UB students to participate in the monthly 

Saturday Academies. The Saturday Academies aimed to teach UB students about college and 

career readiness. There was a theme each month, including time management, STEM activities, 

how to write personal statements and build a resume, financial literacy, SAT or ACT prep, how 

to select rigorous courses, scholarship searches, and college applications.  
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UB advising sessions at the high schools involved students meeting individually with a 

UB staff member. Topics discussed in these sessions varied based on the students’ grade levels. 

Senior sessions focused on helping students narrow their college choices, complete college 

applications, apply for scholarships and financial aid, and manage their grades. Junior sessions 

included researching colleges, financial literacy, taking a rigorous curriculum, and grades. First-

year and sophomore sessions included college and career exploration, grade checks, and, if 

needed, resources for additional academic support.  

Theoretical Framework: Bridging Multiple Worlds Theory 

This dissertation applied Cooper’s (2011) Bridging Multiple Worlds Theory (BMWT). 

Cooper’s theory illuminates students’ experiences as they navigate their pathways and how 

communities define success for their youth (Cooper, 2011). Cooper suggested that students’ 

multiple worlds can include families, peers, schools, community programs, sports, and religious 

activities, all of which influence students’ pathways to college and careers. Different worlds can 

simultaneously help and hinder academic and other outcomes.  

According to BMWT, when the values and expectations of students' worlds align, 

transitions between them will be more successful (Cooper, 2011). Phelan et al. (1991) conducted 

a longitudinal study that showed four types of students and how they navigated their different 

worlds: (a) Congruent Worlds/Smooth Transitions; (b) Different Worlds/Boundaries Crossing 

Managed; (c) Different Worlds/Difficulty Crossing Boundaries; (d) Impassable/Boundary 

Crossing Impossible. Being aware of how students navigate their worlds can be significant in 

helping teachers and others think more holistically about their students and how they navigate 

their academic pathways to college and careers. Creating an environment that facilitates 
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boundary-crossing strategies requires students to acquire skills to work with different people in 

various social settings (Phelan et al., 1991). 

Researchers using the BMWT have used both quantitative and qualitative data to track 

five dimensions over time, related to how ethnically diverse youth build their pathways to 

college and careers (Cooper, 2011). Figure 1 highlights the five dimensions: family 

demographics, youth aspirations and identities, academic pathways in math and language 

through school, resources and challenges across different worlds, and partnerships and alliances 

from preschool through college. These dimensions can show how youth develop their identities 

as they navigate pathways from preschool to college.  

Figure 1 

Bridging Multiple Worlds Theory Model 

Note. (Cooper, 2011) Soledad’s Dream: How Immigrant Youth and a Partnership Build 

Pathways to College in Bridging Multiple Worlds: Cultures, Identities, and Pathways to College, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195080209.003.0007 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195080209.003.0007
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195080209.003.0007
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195080209.003.0007


20 

Capital, alienation, and challenges are three areas of origin and remedies for the academic 

pipeline problem (Cooper et al., 2005). Students’ networks of resources and relationships often 

depend on their parents’ educational levels. Youth whose parents received a college degree are 

more likely to attend college than those whose parents did not go to college (Toutkoushian, 

2018). Alienation among youth can refer to unequal access to educational opportunities, or 

students may downplay their success compared to peers who face limited opportunities (Cooper 

et al., 2018). Conversely, research has shown that youth may use the challenges of poverty and 

discrimination as motivation to succeed.  

Pre-college programs for first-generation college students have increased diversity in 

higher education (Cooper, 2011). Bridging Multiple Worlds research indicated that families, 

schools, peers, and community programs provided students with bridges to college. Youth 

reported cultural brokers who helped them bridge their worlds and navigate the academic 

pipeline. They have also experienced gatekeepers who have created obstacles along their 

pathways (Cooper, 2011). 

UB encourages students to attend college and helps with the enrollment process. Students 

who participate in pre-college programs connect with like-minded individuals with the goal of 

college enrollment. Examples of gatekeepers are counselors and teachers who might discourage 

students from taking pre-college math and science courses or people within a community who 

assume students will not succeed because of their challenging or impoverished environments 

(Cooper, 2011). 

Children tend to stay in school and perform better when schools, families, and 

communities work together (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Student success in school can increase 

with a challenging curriculum, engaging instruction, and a goal-linked program of family and 
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community (Epstein, 2018). Cooper (2011) found that low-income minority youth drew 

motivation to go to college from their families, hardships, and institutional resources of schools 

and pre-college programs like UB.  

To address the academic pipeline problem, BMWT raises five core questions about 

cultures, identities, and pathways to college in culturally diverse communities (Cooper, 2011). 

The first question asks, “What does it mean for youth to grow up?” (p. 33) This question helps us 

understand students’ aspirations for college pathways, the resources they have received, and the 

challenges they have faced in school. Adolescents' maturity and college-going identities can be 

influenced by students' sense of agency and their connection to their dreams and families. 

The second question is: “What factors lead youth along academic pathways toward or 

away from college and college-based careers” (Cooper, 2011, p. 49)? This question examines the 

different experiences that may or may not provide college access. The third question asks, “How 

do linkages work across the cultural worlds of adolescents’ families, peers, schools, and 

communities” (p. 63)? This question addresses challenges and resources across many worlds to 

illuminate cultural mismatches or matches across the worlds and how youth can navigate their 

worlds while staying on a positive path in life.The fourth question is: How can obstacles be 

overcome by building institutional bridges along students’ pathways through school (Cooper, 

2011)? This question asks how individual bridges within students’ multiple worlds offer 

emotional and instrumental support and how these bridges can lead to success along academic 

pathways. Pre-college programs such as UB are excellent examples of bridging programs that 

support high school students in college.  

The fifth question is: “How do multicultural communities define success for their youth 

in cultural terms” (Cooper, 2011, p. 98). This question examines the social capital, alienation, 
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and challenges students experience along their pathways. Additionally, it provides insight into 

students’ experiences through their academic pathways and how their communities determine 

success for their youth. Aligned with BMWT, UB is a pre-college program that opens 

opportunities to higher education for LIFG students by engaging learners in activities and 

working with community partners to explore careers and make community connections. 

Consistent with BMWT, I asked UB students about the goals and expectations of the multiple 

worlds of their families, peers, schools, and communities.  

The UB students have experienced devastating hardship, and the effects of the natural 

disaster may last for many years. The UB program can help increase social capital for first-

generation college students through community connections, college tours, and summer 

programs. The program works with families to educate them on the college enrollment process, 

how to fill out college applications, and how to apply for scholarships and financial aid. 

 Research Question  

My research question was: Which multiple worlds helped or hindered UB students after 

the Hawaiʻi natural disaster to stay in high school, maintain a GPA of 2.5 or higher, and pursue a 

post-secondary education?  
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Chapter 3. Method 

Research Design 

This study used a qualitative case study design to research the lived experiences of UB 

high school students who experienced the 2023 natural disaster in Hawaiʻi. A case study 

generates an in-depth, multi-faceted understanding of a complex issue in its real-life context 

(Crowe et al., 2011). A case study is a good approach when the inquirer has identified a case 

with boundaries and seeks to provide an in-depth understanding (Creswell, 2017). This study 

was bound by UB participants who attended the local high school in the community where the 

natural disaster in Hawaiʻi occurred.  

Positionality 

I am the Director of the UB program and know the participants from their experiences in 

our program. I am a first-generation college student and the only sibling of five to attend college. 

I had imposter syndrome and struggled to navigate the college enrollment process. I also 

experienced a devastating event during my senior year of high school when both of my parents 

died in a car accident. I took off one week of school after finding out about my parents’ death 

because I was told to get back to everyday life as soon as possible.  

 Upon returning to school, I soon realized that no one was there to support me. Some 

friends addressed my loss directly by expressing their condolences. I admired them for having 

the courage to say something to me at that age. Most people felt uncomfortable and were unsure 

of what to say. Thinking back on that time, I wish at least one adult in the school had checked on 

me frequently.  

 Sometimes, my sadness was so overwhelming that I would leave class in tears. There 

were two people I would go to. One was the elderly office assistant who would take me to a 
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nearby closet to cry. She let me know that her husband had passed, and she understood the pain 

of losing someone. The other person was the high school counselor, who I could tell did not 

know what to do with me. She did her best by holding my hands while I sobbed, and she would 

pray.  

 My experiences as an adolescent are related to my goal for this dissertation: to learn what 

has helped or hindered UB students to stay in school and go to college. I hope to share the 

information I gathered with other educators and program leaders regarding students’ perspectives 

on how to support youth following a tragedy.  

 The Hawaiʻi natural disaster was devastating to me. I worried about the UB students’ 

mental health and overall well-being. As the program director, my initial reaction was to do 

everything I could to help the UB students. However, during our college convocation held on 

August 14, 2023, they had a special guest speaker, Dr. Aukahi Austin Seabury. Dr. Seabury’s 

message changed how I responded to the natural disaster. She acknowledged that we were most 

likely already exhausted as educators who serve others, and she encouraged us to take time for 

ourselves before jumping in to serve the affected community. Dr. Seabury’s message was a 

relief, and I took her advice to slow down and feel the pain of the significant losses in our 

community. I took two weeks to rest and create a plan of action. Because of the time I took for 

myself, I believe I was able to serve the students better in the long term For the August Saturday 

Academy, I invited Dr. Seabury to speak to our UB students, where she talked about tools in 

their toolbox that they can use to navigate their mental health and well-being following the 

disaster.  

 Given my role as the UB Director, I have a positive bias in believing that the program is 

helpful to students. I was mindful of this when talking to the students. My prior experiences as a 

first-generation student who experienced tragedy in high school could have also led to bias in my 
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thinking that the students’ experiences are similar to mine. For example, I may have been biased 

in assuming that adults did not know how to help students in these circumstances. To mitigate 

these potential biases, I triangulated my data sources and looked for both positive and negative 

experiences. I was also mindful of previous relationships formed with the students due to being 

in the UB program for multiple years.  

Participants 

All 18 UB students who attended the local high school during the natural disaster were 

invited to take part in the study. Ten of the 18 students volunteered. All participants had enrolled 

in UB since Grade 9. Students who were minors signed assent forms, and their parents or 

guardians signed consent forms as well. I used pseudonyms for all participants. Each student 

received $300 as an incentive for participating in the study. See Table 1 for participants' 

demographic information, their self-reported GPAs at the end of the 2023-2024 school year, and 

their 2024 GPA for the first quarter or semester (if they were in college). The four participants 

who graduated from the local high school enrolled at a University of Hawai‘i (UH) system 

college.  

Data Sources 

Consistent with case study methods (Crowe et al., 2011), I collected data from multiple 

sources to better understand the UB students’ experiences and what helped or hindered them. 

The data sources were interviews, observations, and documents.  

Student Observations 

When conducting qualitative case study research observations, keeping an accurate 

record of events is essential to provide an in-depth description for deeper analysis (Stake, 1995). 

I conducted monthly observations of the participants at the UB Saturday Academies and school 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographic Information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Students identified their ethnicities on their UB applications.

Participant Age Gender 

Low Income/ 

First Generation 

2024-2025 

Grade 

2023-2024 

GPA 2024 GPA Ethnicity 

Julie 18 F FG 12 4 4.167 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Island 

Michael 18 M FG Graduated 4 3.23 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Island 

Sarah 18 F LIFG 12 3.714 3.667 Asian/Black/Native Hawaiian 

Daniel 17 M FG 12 3.429 3.667 Hispanic/Native Hawaiian 

Emily 18 F FG Graduated 4.273 3.95 Asian 

John 17 M FG 12 4.143 4.167 Asian/White/Native Hawaiian 

Nikki 19 F LIFG Graduated 4.143 3.8 Asian/White 

Stephanie 18 F LIFG Graduated 3.643 3.75 Hispanic/Native Hawaiian 

Alison 15 F LIFG 10 3.143 3.444 Asian/White 

Jennifer 16 F LIFG 12 4.222 4.429 Asian/White 
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check-ins for five months, August 2024 to December 2024. I observed students' 

engagement in the activities and the services provided. I used these questions to guide my 

observations: (a) Which UB students participated in the program services offered? (b) How did 

students engage in the activities? (c) What support appeared to help or hinder their abilities to 

stay in school and pursue college enrollment after high school?  

During the observations, I took field notes after the observation. I wrote memos about the 

students who participated in UB programming, their engagement, and what seemed to help their 

mental health and academic goals. The academic goals were the participants' desired outcomes, 

such as having a GPA of 3.0 or higher. The goals were collected through Saturday Academy 

check-ins and workshops.  

Interviews  

 Merriam (1998) wrote, “Interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe behavior, 

feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (p. 72). Case study researchers discover 

and portray multiple views of the case, and interviews are the main source of data to capture  

multiple realities (Stake, 1995). Conducting interviews is a way to gain case study evidence and 

can help explain a person's insight into critical events. As the researcher, I reflected on my 

position of power as the director of the UB program. When interviewing the students, I shared 

my story as a first-generation college student and the challenges I experienced in high school.  

My role in the interview was not as a director but as someone who wanted to hear about 

their experiences since the disaster and use their answers to potentially help others who have 

experienced natural disasters. Yin (2018) suggested that case study interviews require operating 

on two levels simultaneously: satisfying the needs of a line of inquiry while putting forth 
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friendly, non-threatening, and relevant questions in open-ended interviews. I conducted two 

types of interviews: focus groups and individual interviews. 

Focus Group Interviews. Natasi et al. (2011) reported that following a natural disaster, 

students responded well to group work, as it allowed them to work together to share information 

and gain peer support. Focus groups work well for learning how certain groups react to similar 

issues or shared experiences (Tracy, 2013). I conducted two 90-minute focus group interviews 

with the student participants, focused on what helped or hindered them in school since the 

disaster. I drew from Cooper’s (2011) research and asked 22 questions to learn about students’ 

resources and challenges across their multiple worlds (see Appendix A). The questions were 

grouped by the five BMWT dimensions. For example, questions included, “What does it mean to 

grow up?” and “What are you planning to do after high school?”  

On June 25, 2024, I conducted a focus group with Julie, Emily, Nikki, Stephanie, Alison, 

and Jennifer. On July 13, 2024, the second focus group included Daniel, Michael, and John. Due 

to scheduling conflicts, Sarah was unable to participate in the focus group. Because she wanted 

to take part in the study, I conducted an individual interview with her on July 15, 2024, using the 

same questions I asked in the focus groups.  

At the beginning of each focus group, I explained that BMWT was the theoretical 

framework for my research. I told students that multiple worlds could include, but were not 

limited to, families, peers, schools, community programs, sports, and religious activities. 

Additionally, multiple worlds provide insight into students' experiences navigating their 

academic pathways to college and careers.  

As suggested by Cooper (2024), I asked the focus group participants to draw their 

multiple worlds using crayons, colored pencils, and paper. I initially gave them 10 minutes for 
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the activity; however, after the 10 minutes, the participants were so engaged in drawing their 

different worlds that both focus groups utilized an additional 10 minutes. I collected the students’ 

drawings and told them that during their follow-up interview, we would discuss their drawings. 

I honored the value of reciprocity by bringing refreshments and ensuring that the location 

was convenient for the students. I used a variety of moderating strategies, such as summarizing 

what a group member said and asking the participants to comment. I also ensured a balance for 

participant talk time by encouraging all participants to share and combining leading and listening 

(Tracy, 2013). 

Individual interviews. Following the focus groups. I conducted approximately one-hour 

personal interviews with each UB participant. Good interviews often begin with open-ended 

experience questions that prompt the participant to tell stories and provide information for 

follow-up questions (Tracy, 2013). For the first question, I showed the participants the drawing 

they created in the focus group and asked them to explain each world. Then, I asked 11 semi-

structured questions also drawn from the BMWT. For example, I asked, “What things do you 

usually do in each world, and who are the prominent people in each of your worlds?” (see 

Appendix B).   

Some interview questions followed up on themes that emerged from the focus group data. 

For example, students in the focus group said that their church was a world that supported them 

after the disaster. I asked follow-up questions about how their faith helped them to stay in school 

and cope with the aftermath of the disaster. Additionally, students discussed sports and hobbies 

as ways to help them feel better after the disaster. I specifically asked what it was about playing 

sports that helped and which hobbies they found most comforting.  
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I also wanted to know about the most challenging parts of staying in school. For those 

who planned to go to college, I asked about their different worlds–who or what helped them 

pursue their post-secondary education? 

At the request of the participants, I conducted the individual interviews on Zoom. I video 

recorded the interviews to review students' body language and reactions to the questions and 

transcribed them using Otter AI.   

Documents  

I collected the drawings that students created of their multiple worlds and their academic 

transcripts to determine their GPAs. For seniors, I kept track of the college applications they 

completed and documented whether they attended college. I also documented student 

participation in UB events and activities. These documents provided information about their 

worlds, the services students received from UB, their academic performance in school, and 

which graduating seniors attended college.   

Data Analysis 

According to Creswell (2013), triangulation involves using multiple and different 

sources, methods, investigators, and theories to provide supporting evidence for validating a 

study's accuracy. I employed triangulation of data sources to establish the credibility of the 

research by comparing results of participant interviews, student observations, and documents, 

such as records of student participation in UB events. I also used a second coder, as described 

below.  

 I used the qualitative software NVivo 14 to manage and analyze the data. I coded the 

interview transcripts based on the research questions, BMWT, and emergent codes. I organized 

the information thematically and categorized the data to determine possible relationships. I 
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analyzed the transcripts to determine whether students maintained a 2.5 GPA or higher. I used 

documents related to UB participation to triangulate with students’ reports of the extent to which 

UB influenced their academic performance and college-going. 

I used In Vivo coding for the first cycle of coding transcripts from the focus groups and 

the follow-up individual interviews. I chose the In Vivo coding method to honor the participants' 

voices and to maintain their perspectives on their experiences following the Hawaiʻi natural 

disaster. In Vivo coding utilizes the exact words or phrases spoken by the participant (Mezmir, 

2020). I chose to use the adolescent participants' actual words as they enhance and deepen an 

adult’s understanding of teenage culture and worldviews (Saldaña, 2016).  

After coding all the transcripts in the NVivo software, I used the export feature to place 

all codes in an Excel spreadsheet for the second coding cycle. I went through each data line and 

eliminated all irrelevant quotes. Examining the identified codes in the secondary coding cycle is 

essential for organizing and interpreting the themes (Tracy, 2013). I used Focused Coding as a 

second-cycle analytical process. Focused Coding is appropriate after the first cycle of In Vivo 

coding. It can be applied to develop major categories or themes by searching for the most 

frequent or significant codes to establish the most salient categories for the data (Saldaña, 2016).  

Based on the research question, interview questions drawn from the BMWT, and 

emergent categories, I chose the categories. For example, categories based on the research 

question included what students said their multiple worlds helped or hindered them from staying 

in school after the disaster. Based on the BMWT interview questions, the categories were 

pathways to college, alignment of their worlds, advice to others, influential people, and success. 

Emergent categories included the scholarship opportunity for 2024 graduating seniors and 

displacement following the natural disaster. 
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I trained a second coder, a staff member in the Upward Bound program, to code 10% of 

the data, specifically one focus group and one individual interview transcript. The second coder 

performed a first-cycle coding using the In Vivo coding method, based on the research and 

interview questions. After the first cycle, she exported the In Vivo codes to an Excel spreadsheet 

and categorized the codes. Then she used focus coding to identify the most significant themes. 

The second coder and I discussed the data she analyzed and compared the categories and patterns 

that she identified with my findings. We agreed on the majority of the categories and themes, as 

we determined similar themes and sub-themes. The second coder identified two quotes that I had 

missed, which were pertinent to the findings, and these quotes were added to my analysis.
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Chapter 4. Results 

In the following section, I present the results of my analysis that answer my research 

question: Which multiple worlds have helped or hindered UB high school students after the 

Hawaiʻi natural disaster to stay in high school, maintain a GPA of 2.5 or higher, and pursue a 

post-secondary education?  I describe the participants’ multiple worlds and how they helped and 

hindered them to do well in school and pursue higher education. I also review how well their 

worlds aligned and the advice participants provided for supporting high school students 

following a natural disaster.  

Multiple Worlds 

In this section, I describe participants’ worlds in order of the most frequently mentioned: 

home, friends, church, art, sports, school, culture, and community. I also discuss how students’ 

worlds helped and hindered them after the disaster to stay in school, maintain a GPA of 2.5 or 

higher, and pursue post-secondary education.  

Home World 

Family. The most frequently mentioned world was family. Students expressed family as 

the core foundation that provided stability, support, and love. Family was a primary source of 

motivation when pursuing college goals. More specifically, parental influence impacted 

participants' decisions to go to college. Stephanie said:  

My mom was the most influential person in my transition from high school to college 

because she kept me on top of my grades, made sure I was aware of all the scholarships, 

and helped me meet the deadlines. She was always there to help me when I needed her. 

The influence of parental support in the participants’ lives, especially regarding their 

educational goals, was effective for many students. Significant themes from parents were 
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emphasis on education with clear expectations for academics, support with firm guidelines, and 

encouragement for independent success. 

Clear Expectations for Academics. Parents who emphasized the importance of their 

children furthering their education to improve their lives and increase opportunities for financial 

stability made an impression on the participants. Stephanie recalled her mother saying, “All you 

have to do right now is to get good grades; that is your entire job. College is the goal.” Michael 

said his parents encouraged him to go to college so he would have better opportunities than they 

had. Similarly, Nikki shared how parental support helped to shape her desire to go to college and 

do well in high school: 

My parents are very supportive; I knew they wanted me to pursue higher education 

because I’ve done well in school. I’ve pushed myself because my parents make me feel 

supported.  

The participants acknowledged that their parents motivated them to achieve academic 

success and manage their time. John shared, “They always pushed me to keep going, even when 

it’s hard.” Parents who instilled that hard work and education were key to success from an early 

age molded participants’ attitudes toward the future. Michael said, "They always encouraged me 

to do my best."  

Students acknowledged that their parents taught them essential life skills such as 

responsibility and discipline. John commented about his mother’s influence: “She has given me 

discipline and integrity. She has raised a good kid, and I’d say she instilled many good values in 

me.”  

When I asked the focus group which people significantly influenced their plans for the 

future, Daniel answered, “My parents helped me a lot; they supported me.” Referring to college 
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enrollment, Michael shared, “My parents constantly reminded me to get things turned in. 

Anytime I needed transcripts or a recommendation letter, they would make sure I would turn it in 

on time.”  

Supportive With Firm Guidelines. Parents who pushed for excellence while being 

available for help fostered a structured environment that promoted emotional and academic 

growth. John, a senior with a 4.1 GPA, talked about how strong academics was a way to succeed 

in life. He stated, “It was always academics; my parents, my mother, pushed me to excel all the 

time.”  

Support for Independent Success. Many students discussed their parents' support for 

their independent success. When asked what kind of person she wanted to be, Stephanie said, “I 

want to be self-sufficient and independent.” When I asked Alison if her parents talked about her 

going to college, she shared: 

If I want to study forensics, they will support me. If I want to become a world-famous 

pianist, they will help me as long as I am successful in my career and stick with one that 

earns me enough money to get by. 

Home displacement. Students’ most influential world was family, but the family world 

was also the most disruptive because several participants’ homes were lost due to the natural 

disaster. Displacement and housing instability were the participants' most significant challenges 

after the disaster. Nine of the ten participants in my study were displaced. In June and July 2024, 

when I conducted the two focus group interviews, five participants still lived in hotels and 

moved around a lot.  

Nikki, who lost her home, which was in the family for many generations, drew a house as 

one of her multiple worlds. She said, “Everyone needs a home; a home is a special and 
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comforting place.” As we talked about her displacement, she became emotional as she explained 

the multiple places she had lived since the disaster.  

Not having a permanent home made it difficult for many participants to focus on their 

schoolwork and plan for the future. Many students' living conditions created stress and disrupted 

their routines as families stayed in small places with up to six people in a hotel room. Stephanie 

explained her experience with living in the hotel: 

Having very little sense of stability and not knowing where you are going to be in the 

next month or even a week does not help when you are trying to go to school or trying to 

plan for the future, because you do not know where you are going to be in the future. 

Also, living in the same room as my mom and sister in the hotel was not the best; I like 

my space.  

Julie agreed with Stephanie; she explained, “When you are unstable, you are very vulnerable, so 

it is hard to plan for the future, like graduation.”  

Some of the participants had been living in hotels for over 10 months. Three students 

talked about how people would say how lucky they are to be living in a hotel in Hawaiʻi. This 

comment did not sit well with them; given the circumstances, they did not feel so fortunate.  

Alison shared: 

Many people dream of staying in a hotel in Hawaiʻi for months. It should be exciting 

until you realize what happened. You cannot do anything, there is nowhere to go, and you 

do not know your next move. My grades were pretty good, but then they slowly dropped 

because staying in a hotel is not fun. 
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Friend World 

Friends were an important world for the participants, as many viewed friends as “ohana,” 

the Hawaiian word for family (Pukui & Elbert, 1986). Seven of the 10 participants drew friends 

as one of their multiple worlds. Many students reported that having friends with similar 

pathways to college made a difference. Stephanie said it motivated her to know she would have 

friends in college because they would all be in the same boat, doing similar things. I asked Sarah 

who significantly influenced her plans for the future, and she said her friends talked about 

college a lot, “which has helped keep the ball rolling for college enrollment.”  

Friends who shared similar experiences from the natural disaster created a supportive 

environment as they could relate to each other. Michael shared, “Just being surrounded by people 

like my friends helped because we were all in this together; no one was alone.” Friends provided 

emotional support. John said, “My friends helped because they helped my mind just be free.”  

Emily, John, Nikki, and Stephanie spoke highly of their significant others and how their 

support after the disaster greatly affected their mental health recovery. Emily said, “Throughout 

this situation, my boyfriend was the most helpful; he has always been there for me. I can speak to 

him about everything and would not get judged.” Similarly, John said, “My girlfriend is always 

there for me. After the disaster, I felt lost, but she helped me pick up momentum and find my 

direction.” Support from friends and significant others helped build resilience and motivation to 

continue doing well after the disaster.  

Church World 

Faith was the third most frequently mentioned world as four students drew a faith symbol 

in their multiple worlds drawings. For many, faith played a central role in navigating challenges 

in life. In addition to moral guidance, faith provided structure and grounding. Julie, Daniel, 
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Sarah, and Michael spoke the most openly about their faith. All four drew a religious symbol as 

one of their multiple worlds. Julie shared that the church is her main world:  

My church believes in certain things, like doing what is right. We uphold certain morals, 

and I try to abide by them. I do those things with a purpose, with pure intent. It has 

changed me; I do not know where I would be or what my mindset would look like 

without it. It is my foundation. 

When I asked what people or experiences influenced their plans for the future, Michael 

expressed that his church and pastor influenced his plans. Daniel mentioned church and praying 

and talked about his church’s life group, where they read the Bible, and the leader was available 

to talk if he needed support or wanted to discuss his plans for the future.  

Several students spoke of using their faith to comfort and relieve their sadness. Michael 

shared how attending church and praying helped him after the disaster. He said, “Going to 

church, kind of just surrendering and giving that up and praying about what happened, helped me 

mentally shift my perspective.” Daniel also talked about how being a Christian taught him not to 

hold onto any pain and just to let go and heal, along with continuous prayer for guidance. Sarah 

drew a cross at the center of her drawing of multiple worlds. As she explained the illustration of 

her multiple worlds, she said, “The center of it all is my religion.” She described that being a 

Christian helped her to move on from things that no longer served a purpose, and through prayer, 

she received comfort and guidance for her life.  

Julie shared that she would not have made it this far without her religion. Two weeks 

before the disaster, Julie attended church camp, where she gained a new perspective on life that 

allowed her to feel that she handled the aftermath of the disaster better than her peers. For many 
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students, their faith, church, and prayers were stabilizing forces after the disaster. Faith provided 

guidance, relief, and hope for the future. 

Art World 

Art was another prominent world mentioned by participants. The students spoke of art, 

music, and creativity as worlds that represented a means of expression and personal fulfillment. 

Creating art, playing piano, taking ceramic classes, and participating in creative hobbies were 

part of their identities. Two graduating seniors declared college majors in art and music. Julie 

discussed her passion for cooking and how she would pursue it if she could make a living from 

baking.  

Art helped the participants manage stress, stay focused, and feel a sense of normalcy after 

the disaster. John said that ceramics and making art were therapeutic, allowing him to be creative 

and promote emotional recovery. Nikki expressed, “Art is very therapeutic for me; it is calming, 

and I can be creative, do whatever I want, and continue to learn and progress in my skills.” 

Music-related activities such as singing, dancing, and playing an instrument were stress relievers 

and ways some participants processed their emotions, contributing to their mental health. Emily 

shared, “I like playing music; just practicing by myself puts me into a state where I do not have 

to think about any problems.” Sarah’s drawing of her multiple worlds included singing and 

dancing centered around her culture. She shared that when she experienced less success in her 

other worlds, “I listen to music, sing, or dance, and then I feel happy and fulfilled.”  

Sport World 

Sports was a world valued as providing a sense of belonging and a way to bond with 

others. Several students expressed how sports altered their perspectives on life, and sports was a 

physical activity that provided personal growth. John drew a football as one of his multiple 
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worlds. He shared that playing football gave him the discipline to show up and do his best when 

no one was watching; football also taught him to be on time and strengthened his integrity. Julie 

initially drew sports as a multiple world that included wrestling. In her follow-up interview, she 

talked at length about rugby: 

I have gotten into rugby, which has altered my perspective because I have had a great 

experience. Finally, it was a sport where I felt like I belonged. There was an instant 

connection; the girls were some of my closest friends. I feel like they helped me to be a 

better person. 

Julie shared that while all the girls on the team were very different in personality, they all 

identified as Pacific Islanders. She said the cultural connection brought them together.  

Sports and physical activities helped students recover after the disaster. Stephanie talked 

about the Air Rifle Club and how being a member helped. She stated, “Air rifle was helpful in 

keeping my mind off of things and doing something.”  

School World 

School was another prominent world. Seven participants expressed that academics were a 

pathway to future success, allowing them to attain their goals and aspirations. This world 

included high school, college, and the influence of teachers.  

High School. Participants regarded teachers as influential in college enrollment and 

encouragement for academic success. For example, Emily talked about her music teacher, who 

helped her with college enrollment and to bridge the relationship with professors within the 

music department at UH Mānoa, where she was a music major. Nikki talked about her art 

teacher, who was very supportive and helped her become a better artist over the years. Nikki was 

majoring in Art at UH Maui College.  
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Some students mentioned school counselors who impacted their decision to go to college. 

Stephanie said her school counselor encouraged her to do community service and taught her the 

importance of giving back to the community. She also said he encouraged her academic success.  

Alternatively, Michael spoke of a negative experience with the counselors during his 

senior year. He wanted to switch his schedule to take a class more closely aligned with his 

desired college major. A counselor said that because he was taking Hawaiian Studies for college 

credit, he could not take the health college credit course that would have helped him with his 

degree. Michael viewed this experience as a barrier to preparing him for a college degree in 

health.  

Post-disaster, six students were relocated to another high school. This was a new high 

school that, at the time, was only serving 9th-grade students. Therefore, there was extra space to 

temporarily relocate the students and their teachers. Stephanie commented on her experience at 

the temporary high school regarding how teachers treated them: 

They took it easy, especially in classes like culinary and automotive, where they could 

not do what they would do in the first quarter. While that may have been bad, it was also 

good because they gave us a break. 

Many participants described their teachers as more lenient and understanding. The students felt 

that easing back into their academics helped them transition to school. Nikki talked about her 

experience at the high school: 

It was nice. I would have rather been at my [local high school]. It was not hard work at 

the temporary location; it was a different environment. Although we were going to 

classes and learning stuff, I could tell they were making it easier on us, which was nice to 

begin with. 
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The teachers’ flexibility provided a nurturing classroom environment, alleviating 

academic pressure and helping students better manage their stress. Nikki shared, “After the 

disaster, I felt like I needed to be strong for my family, so going back to school provided 

stability.” Most of the participants liked going back to school because it provided a sense of 

familiarity.   

While being in school was a comfort for some participants, others reported feelings of 

grief, loss, and confusion, which made it difficult to focus on their academics and maintain a 

positive outlook on their future.  

Emily talked about her experience returning to school: 

When we first returned, I was grateful to attend the [temporary high school]. However, I 

was not there mentally. It was too much for me then, especially the morning drive, but I 

gradually started to get used to it. 

Alison, whom I interviewed individually a year after the natural disaster, reflected on how she 

struggled at school: 

There is a lot going on, especially after what happened; people are still trying to get back 

on track and balance their schoolwork. I worry that we are still going through what 

happened; in a way, we want to ease ourselves back in because people are still dealing 

with mental health issues. 

Jennifer displayed signs of burnout, and Alison appeared overwhelmed by schoolwork. In 

her senior year, Jennifer maintained a 4.0 while Alison, a sophomore, struggled with her 

advanced courses. Alison’s demeanor had changed since the natural disaster. When I conducted 

her individual interview, she appeared to be disengaged.  
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Similarly, Jennifer appeared distracted, providing short answers to the questions, unlike 

her more expressive nature. Jennifer talked about her junior year (the year the disaster occurred) 

and how she worked so hard that she burned out. I asked if she felt like getting burned out had 

something to do with the disaster, and she disagreed; however, after a few follow-up questions, 

she acknowledged that losing her house and dealing with the aftermath of the disaster 

“definitely” contributed to her feeling burned out.   

The data showed that students struggled in school with the psychological effects of the 

disaster. Some were having a hard time moving forward while dealing with unresolved emotions 

and instability at home. Julie said, “The [disaster] made my school worse because it was harder 

for me to concentrate on things.” Alison and Jennifer spoke about academic pressure, especially 

from advanced courses, which intensified burnout because they struggled to cope with 

displacement and instability.  

Mental health services were available to all students at the high school. However, only 

one participant, Sarah, said she utilized counseling services. Sarah shared:  

I never took therapy before the [disaster]; I thought I was okay. They would always bring 

it up and tell us they have mental health resources. We had to fill out this survey, and it 

was so weird because it consisted of five to six yes or no questions that created a 

percentage of how likely or unlikely you might be depressed. I got my result back; it said 

you are most likely depressed. So, I went to counseling, and I ended up needing it.  

Several participants felt that the teachers were lenient immediately after the disaster. 

However, some teachers soon reverted to more typical expectations and ignored the challenges 

the students still faced. Many students had no stable residence for over a year after the disaster. 

Alison said, “The teachers have kind of dropped their guard and just returned to their regular 
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teaching, even though some people are still affected.” Alison also mentioned that the local high 

school’s population had significantly declined since the disaster. She said over 300 students left 

the high school, and the disaster affected most people’s mental health, but “you still have to deal 

with schoolwork.” 

Sarah, who was an active UB participant and attended the summer academies three years 

in a row, stopped attending UB activities starting in September 2024. Her absence concerned the 

UB staff. Several attempts were made to connect with Sarah, but she was unresponsive. 

Eventually, she came to a school check-in where she expressed stress and frustration. She had 

failed an early college course that she was taking. UB staff stepped in and worked with her to 

appeal her grade from the college. The grade was successfully appealed, and subsequently, Sarah 

was more active with her UB participation and got back on track with attending UH Mānoa post-

graduation.  

Sarah had a unique experience that differed from the other participants. After the school 

shut down, she lived with her mom full-time near a high school located more centrally on the 

island. Instead of going to the high school where most disaster victims were relocated, she had a 

very different experience at the centrally located high school. 

The high school Sarah attended has the largest population of students in the County. With 

no downtime to recover from the aftermath of the disaster, Sarah immediately attended the 

centrally located high school. Academics were one of Sarah’s main worlds, and academic 

success was significant to her. When she arrived at the high school, she did not receive a warm 

welcome; she reported that students bullied relocated students and made fun of them for losing 

their homes. Additionally, teachers were not lenient, unlike the other displaced students had 

experienced, so Sarah had no grace period with her academics. Sarah recalled her experience: 
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Going to [the centrally located high school] was like the cherry on top; there were so 

many people there, and the school was overpopulated. I had no one to talk to. The 

courses were so much faster-paced. On the first day of school, I was asked to stand before 

the class and tell everyone where I transferred from. The teachers did not even know I 

was from the high school where the disaster took place. I also came home with a stack of 

homework. It was an experience I will never forget.  

After being relocated for a semester, Sarah returned to her local high school. She heard the other 

students talking about how lenient the teachers were where the majority of students were 

relocated, and she wished she had that experience. I asked if she thought not having any leniency 

or downtime affected her grades and mental health, and she said yes. Sarah also talked about the 

long-term effects of the disaster and potential missed academic opportunities: 

When the [disaster] happened, it was not just a one-time thing, as everybody else might 

think. However, it had a long-term effect, and it was like, what if I do not get this 

opportunity due to this event? After the disaster, I felt discouraged because I had to work 

harder than I would have before.  

Many students reported that it has been difficult to concentrate on their schoolwork 

following the disaster. Their circumstances led some participants to question whether continuing 

to put effort into their studies was worthwhile. John expressed his emotions following the 

disaster: “Sometimes I would be thinking, what is the point of trying? Because I think, wow, I 

lost everything so quickly. So why put so much work into something when I can lose it?”  

Hawaiian Language Immersion Program. Cultural engagement was healing for Michael 

and Daniel in their Hawaiian Language Immersion Program at their local high school. These two 

participants had a unique experience from the other students. Because they were in the Hawaiian 



46 

Language Immersion Program, they had “school on the beach” with all Hawaiian Language 

Immersion Program students, Grades K-12, instead of being relocated to another high school.  

Daniel shared what it was like to have school for two months on the beach, “It was more 

like field trips than school; they just tried to get our minds off the stuff that was happening.” 

Additionally, Michael said: 

Being on the beach was an excellent time for healing and allowed us to disconnect from 

all we had seen in the media and reconnect with each other. We were surrounded by 

people who were going through the same thing and just wanted to be there to support us.  

Daniel and Michael discussed the cultural activities they experienced that helped them 

heal and reconnect with their roots. For example, they traveled to Moloka‘i for a three-night 

camping trip. Local rappers assisted them in writing and recording a song about their town that 

was destroyed by the disaster. They were grateful to spend time with friends and in nature. 

Daniel said, “It was a good experience for all of us. We had a lot of time together, hanging out 

with all my friends, talking, and staying awake until 1:00 in the morning in front of the beach.” 

They were grateful for the time to heal and reconnect with their culture.  

Upward Bound. The students who participated the most in UB programming and school 

check-ins after the disaster were Alison, Jennifer, Sarah, and John. Immediately following the 

disaster, John looked tired for months and appeared distant. However, as time went on, he 

seemed to be doing better and had adjusted to his new environment. Since the tragic event, 

Alison and Jennifer continued participating in check-ins and UB programming. Students 

mentioned the UB program several times as a program that supported the participants' pathway 

to college and supported them after the disaster. A question I asked during the focus group was, 
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“What people or experiences have significantly influenced your plans for the future?” Michael 

identified UB as being influential:  

UB was there for most of my high school life. If it were not for UB, I would not have 

gotten as much insight as I did regarding college if I had not joined. We actually would 

go to places for college tours. We got to learn about different criteria for college, like 

financial literacy, saving money, and making wise money choices. 

John agreed with Michael, saying, “It would mostly be UB, like the programs I learned about 

through them and the college tour. I am going to college because of UB.” Similarly, Sarah 

mentioned UB several times. She said that, besides her sister, UB has had a significant influence 

on her college pathway. Sarah explained that she felt that UB staff knew what she needed when 

she worked to complete applications for college and scholarships.  

Stephanie, who participated in most UB events throughout high school and whose sister 

was in UB, shared: “UB definitely helped. They gave me a lot of knowledge about college 

education and opportunities. I know many people who UB has helped figure out what they want 

to do. UB is incredible.” Emily, who did not participate in many UB activities but attended the 

in-school advising meetings, said:  

UB was my rock. Whenever they called me in for meetings, I knew I had to do something 

for scholarships. In our meetings, they helped me keep track of what I needed to do for 

college enrollment. 

Following the disaster, several participants talked about UB advisors who checked in on 

them. Participants expressed gratitude to the advisors who checked on their mental health and 

told them about “pop-up” events in the area that gave out free clothes or money.  
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School was a world that included a desire to do well in academics, and teachers, 

counselors, and UB helped with the participants' academic pathways to college. Students viewed 

school as a comfort following the disaster, representing a sense of normalcy. However, the data 

also indicated that students struggled in school and felt that they had not fully recovered from the 

trauma. Some participants came to view school as stressful, overwhelming, and hindering their 

academic success.  

College. After the disaster, the graduating seniors, Michael, Stephanie, Nikki, and Emily, 

continued to meet with their UB advisors at school check-ins, as it was crunch time for college 

enrollment. Despite the traumatic event, all four seniors remained steadfast in their pursuit of 

college enrollment, and all four successfully started college in August 2024. Initially planning to 

attend the UH Mānoa, Nikki decided to stay on the island where the disaster occurred to earn her 

Associate of Arts degree and then transfer. She felt that moving away so soon after the disaster 

might affect her mental health.  

After the disaster, the UH president announced that all 2024 graduating seniors who 

attended the local high school were granted free tuition for four years at any college in the UH 

system. Four study participants graduated in 2024. While all four were already planning to attend 

college in the Fall of 2024, the scholarship was a relief from the financial burden of college. 

Stephanie talked about how her confidence in going to college increased after all her friends 

decided to attend when they learned about the four-year scholarship. Michael, who was initially 

considering going to the continental U.S. for college, said, “The University of Hawaiʻi offered 

the four-year scholarship, so that was a big factor that made me choose somewhere in Hawaiʻi 

rather than going out of state.”  
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I interviewed Michael, Emily, Nikki, and Stephanie during their first semester of college. 

Michael and Emily were attending UH Mānoa. Nikki and Stephanie were attending UH Maui 

College. UH Mānoa is located on the island of Oahu. Michael said he lives on the west side of 

O‘ahu, which is similar to where the disaster took place in Hawaiʻi in that it is rural, is home to 

many Native Hawaiians, and his classes were not too challenging. He learned to depend on 

friends and ask questions if there was something he did not understand. I asked Emily, who also 

attended UH Mānoa, how she had transitioned from high school to college. She shared: 

I thought it was going to be a lot harder. However, because of the disaster, I was already 

disassociated from most of my memories of where I grew up. That helped me adjust to 

college better because I did not know what a normal life was.  

Nikki and Stephanie were both on the UH campus where the disaster took place. 

Stephanie said her transition to college was smooth. She said there was a lot of work, but one of 

the professors taught her how to manage her time, which was helpful. Stephanie wanted to attend 

college at UH Mānoa; however, after the disaster, she decided to stay on her home island for the 

time being. She said she was doing well and keeping up with everything. 

The scholarship for 2024 graduates provided financial relief to all students who took 

advantage of the opportunity. However, the students who did not graduate in 2024 felt left out 

and hoped they would receive financial assistance for college upon graduation. These 

participants thought it was unfair that only the seniors got the scholarship because they were all 

suffering. Julie and Alison expressed that students graduating in 2025 should at least get two 

years of free college in the UH system. Alison’s sister was a senior at the high school where the 

disaster took place and planned to graduate in 2025. Alison shared her frustrations about the 

unequal access to the scholarship: 
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My sister wants to know if she will have the same opportunities as the seniors who 

graduated in 2024. Last year, they had so many opportunities because of the disaster. 

Will they just cut the rope or let more people climb up? 

Culture and Community Worlds 

Culture. A significant world for many of the participants was culture. They felt that 

culture shaped their worldviews, goals, and how they related to others. Culture was essential for 

Sarah. She lit up when she spoke about her diverse cultural background, including African 

American, Hawaiian, and Samoan: 

I love talking about my culture and traditions whenever I enter a room. Whether it is a 

simple dress, a headdress, or a piece I am wearing, I want to explain it because culture is 

a big part of who I am and why I love everything, including music, singing, and dancing. 

Michael and Daniel's cultural experience with the Hawaiian Language Immersion Program aided 

their healing and reconnecting with others after the disaster. After observing some of the 

disasters' political aftermath, Julie felt a resurgence of her desire to learn more about Hawaiian 

culture and advocate for the Hawaiian people.  

Community. Many students spoke of the local Hawaiian community helping them after 

the disaster. Parents of the Hawaiian Language Immersion Program students took turns cooking 

food for students who attended “school on the beach.” John spoke about all the “aunties” and 

“uncles” who stepped up to provide emotional support and food.  

Many participants regarded the community as supportive, which helped them feel 

grounded and motivated to go to college, or comforted them after the disaster. Residents, chefs, 

uncles, and aunties offered support through free food, pop-up donations, shelter, and emotional 

care. After the disaster, Daniel recalled, “One day, we went to the beach, and there were 
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firefighters and lifeguards there, and they were just talking to us and teaching us things.” 

Stephanie shared that after the disaster, friends gave her family a safe place to stay until they 

were placed in a hotel.  

Donations from within the community and outside organizations, including financial 

contributions and resources, were helpful. For example, all juniors and seniors received free 

prom dresses and tuxedos. The company that made these donations also provided free 

alterations. Receiving free clothing made a lasting impression on the students, alleviating the 

financial burden for their prom and making them feel special.  

Nikki talked about her boss, who created a GoFundMe account and raised money for 

people who worked for her. Nikki shared, “I just felt so thankful because I only worked there for 

a month, and she helped my family immensely.” Emily took a moment to thank Oprah, “Because 

of how much of the financial support Oprah provided, I didn’t have to worry much about 

money.” 

Alignment of Worlds 

Most participants said that their multiple worlds either aligned or supported the other 

worlds in some way. However, Nikki felt that her worlds aligned “for the most part.” Although 

she lost her home due to the disaster, she was in a stable living place. Nikki acknowledged that 

going to college was stepping out of her comfort zone. To help with her transition, she decided to 

attend UH Maui College first and planned to transition to UH Mānoa once she receives her 

Associate of Arts degree. Stephanie felt confident that her worlds aligned because of the 

encouragement and support she got from her family and friends.  

Sarah said, "They align," which implied that she felt her worlds worked together to 

support her college aspirations. However, when she talked about her drawings of her multiple 
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worlds, she described them as bubbles. She explained, “When some bubbles are declining in 

their purpose or value, I go to my cultural bubble because it makes me feel happy and fulfilled,” 

implying that her worlds were not always aligned.  

Alison preferred to keep her worlds separate, describing them as "little bubbles," and 

expressed that combining them in the past led to complications. She did not want them to come 

together because “it can get complicated.” Alison thought that aligning her worlds would add 

more to her plate. She said, “How can I add more to my plate without tipping it over?” 

Daniel acknowledged that sometimes his worlds did not align, but he moved forward and 

eventually got them back in balance. He explained that he could get lazy and not want to go to 

church or school, but found motivation from seeing his parents and grandparents working hard to 

succeed.  

Emily felt that all of her worlds supported her goals. She talked about her parents 

supporting her music aspirations. Her teachers at the local high school, her early college advisor, 

UB, and her boyfriend and friends all encouraged her academic success. 

John believed his worlds were balanced, which helped him manage everything 

effectively. He talked about his strong parental support system and his reassuring girlfriend. John 

was also active in sports, which he felt gave him the discipline to do well in academics and life. 

John said, “All of my worlds are supportive.”  

Michael felt that his worlds, such as family, friends, and school, were aligned and 

supportive of each other. His friends helped him stay on track with school, his family helped him 

manage college enrollment and scholarship deadlines, and his faith motivated him to keep going 

even when things were difficult. Lastly, Julie said, "Yes, my worlds align." She then explained 
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that her auntie, teachers, and others influenced her to advocate for herself after the disaster. Julie 

also relied on her faith to stay balanced and motivated to succeed.  

Advice From Participants 

When I asked the participants if they could advise others on how to help someone who 

has experienced a natural disaster, the students' responses provided insight into how they coped 

with the aftermath. The most frequent response was to take care of yourself. Students suggested 

that you need to give yourself time to recover. Sarah said, “Take your time; the world will rush 

you when you do not feel ready. Healing and grieving are not going to happen overnight.” 

Likewise, Julie suggested:  

You need to take the time to process what just happened and not try to distract yourself 

from it. You may feel that you are fine, but eventually, you will feel how it has taken a 

toll on your mental health, and it’s okay not to be okay. Our physical needs were met, but 

our mental needs were not tended to as much. Find something that brings you peace 

during times of duress.  

Nikki also shared that it was okay to take the time needed to process the experience. She 

cautioned against not letting the disaster deter someone from accomplishing their goals or what 

they are passionate about. Alison suggested that individuals give themselves as much time as 

they need, and that it was okay if people fell a little behind.  

Jennifer advised individuals to talk to friends and take breaks. Similarly, John said, “Talk 

to people. Sharing your experiences is good.” Nikki and Julie suggested seeking support from 

family, friends, and other advocates. Julie acknowledged that it can be challenging for some 

Polynesians to ask for help. However, she was amazed by how the community came together and 

offered support. s  
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Emily was motivated to “push through” by community support that was not only local 

but global. Stephanie also spoke about all the places that gave out free food and clothing. She 

mentioned family members who offered a place to stay and those who would tell her about the 

donations and where to go. She felt grateful that she did not have to ask for anything, as 

donations were abundant.  

Daniel found comfort in going to church and talking to his parents. He also emphasized 

his experience of having “school on the beach” and how comforting it was to have everyone 

come together and help each other with what they needed. Daniel said,  

There is a part where you will hurt and then have to move on; otherwise, you will be 

broken or sad forever. Hanging out with family, traveling, or doing things helped me 

move on. Try to reach out to others and find things that help you. 

Lastly, Michael suggested that people stay off social media. He found that much of the 

information on social media was false, and some fraudulent organizations asked for donations, 

but the money was not going to the disaster victims. Additionally, Michael said, “Do not keep it 

in because the longer you keep it in, the more you are going to suffer.”  
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

This section connects the results of the current study to previous research and the 

Bridging Multiple Worlds Theory. I also suggest implications for practice and discuss the study’s 

limitations and future research. The participants were articulate in how they described their 

multiple worlds and how the worlds helped and hindered them. My discussion focuses on three 

themes: (a) How multiple worlds helped or hindered the students; (b) How the alignment of 

participants' worlds influenced their continued academic success after the disaster; (c) advice 

participants gave to others regarding how to take care of themselves after a natural disaster. 

Multiple Worlds 

Home World  

BMWT addressed the academic pipeline problem by asking five core questions (Cooper, 

2011). One of the questions was particularly relevant to my study: “What factors lead youth 

along academic pathways toward or away from college?” (p. 50).  In the current study, family 

played a pivotal role in students’ success. Specifically, parents influenced students’ motivation to 

go to college. Parents who expressed the importance of higher education and encouraged their 

children’s academic achievements helped to ensure that students were on a pathway to higher 

education.  

All 10 of the participants planned to attend college. Each of them noted that their parents 

influenced their decision to attend. Parents supported them by attending extracurricular activities, 

encouraging financial independence, or saying they wanted them to attend college. BMWT 

suggests that adolescents’ college-going identities can be motivated by a sense of agency and 

connectedness between their aspirations and those of their families (Cooper, 2011). Participants 

in this study expressed dreams that mirrored their families' hopes that they would go to college.  
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Many students shared that they received parental encouragement, which motivated them 

to feel they could succeed. Cooper (2011) wrote, “One of the most important findings about 

linkages across students’ cultural worlds is that families are a key factor in students’ developing 

and sustaining their educational and career aspirations from childhood to young adulthood” (p. 

78). Stephanie said her mother helped her prepare for college by keeping Stephanie accountable 

for deadlines, grades, and scholarships, and letting her know college was the goal. 

Following the disaster, students faced many challenges. Housing instability and 

displacement were among the most challenging. Being displaced made it hard for students to 

focus on their education and future goals. However, students found support from their family 

world. Nine participants were displaced. The instability disrupted their lives and sense of 

security. 

Studies showed that housing instability adversely affects adolescents’ education (Barro, 

2001; Onigbende, 2018). Following a natural disaster, students may experience missed school 

days, challenges adjusting to new environments, mental health issues, and a negative impact on 

academic performance (Lai et al., 2019). In the current study, multiple participants were 

dissatisfied with the local high school over a year after the disaster. They felt overwhelmed with 

their school workload and noticed a decline in their peers’ attendance, as many families relocated 

due to housing shortages. The students thought that teachers were no longer being flexible with 

school expectations, even though the teens were still experiencing the effects of the disaster. 

Unstable living conditions led to academic struggles. Participants reported being unable 

to concentrate on schoolwork or plan for the future because of their unstable living environment. 

Many participants lived in crowded hotel rooms or homes with multiple family members. 

Housing instability can cause a decline in academic performance (Galvez & Luna, 2014). The 
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stress of living in temporary housing made it harder for some of the participants to achieve 

educational success. Alison shared how her academic performance decreased because of her 

living situation. Similarly, Julie expressed that she was not sure how to plan for college when she 

did not know where she would live in a couple of months.  

Housing instability is linked to mental health issues in youth. Unstable living situations 

can result in emotional exhaustion, which can lead to serious emotional disturbance. McLaughlin 

et al. (2009) found that 15% of students who experienced Hurricane Katrina showed signs of 

serious emotional disturbance. Some participants in the current study appeared to have a decline 

in their mental health, expressing anxiety about uncertain living situations and being 

overwhelmed by academic pressure.  

Church World 

The data also suggested that those with a strong faith-based foundation received comfort 

through prayers and a positive mindset. Surrendering their pain through prayer provided comfort 

and support after the disaster. Additionally, the participants mentioned church leaders who 

supported them in going to college. For example, individuals in life groups or church camps 

guided students toward college for their future. Haight (2002) revealed that religious settings can 

support children’s educational pathway to college. Furthermore, BMWT refers to cultural 

brokers or gatekeepers who can help or block students from connecting their worlds along their 

pathways (Cooper, 2011). For some participants, church members served as cultural brokers, 

helping them stay on an academic path to college. 

Friend World 

Friends helped each other stay motivated to reach their college goals and supported each 

other's healing. Participants with friends who shared similar college aspirations said that their 
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friends encouraged them to focus on their academic goals. Participants whose friends also 

experienced the disaster supported one another by sharing similar experiences. 

Seven of the 10 participants mentioned friends as one of their multiple worlds, 

highlighting the importance of these relationships in their lives. Many participants spoke about 

their friend groups who had the same college dreams. Stephanie was motivated, knowing that 

several of her friends were attending the UH after the class of 2024 received scholarships. She 

shared increased confidence in attending college. Sarah talked about how her UB friends planned 

to attend college and how this helped her stay focused on going to college. Similarly, BMWT 

research showed that peer influence impacts academic achievement and college enrollment 

(Cooper, 2011). 

Martin et al. (2016) found that prior adverse life events and negative friendship 

interactions were predictors of post-traumatic stress following a natural disaster. Participants 

who spoke about positive friendships showed higher resilience, indicating that a strong friend 

foundation before a traumatic event can improve recovery.  In the current study, friends were a 

source of emotional support after the disaster. Michael explained how being with friends who 

also experienced the disaster helped them not to feel alone. John talked about how being with 

friends helped keep his mind off things. Jennifer felt closer to her classmates after the disaster 

because they had all experienced the same tragedy. Natasi et al.'s (2011) research on long-term 

recovery from natural disasters for schools showed that friends were a source of emotional 

support in coping with the aftermath of a natural disaster.  

Significant Others. Significant others were a subgroup of friends. Emily, John, Nikki, 

and Stephanie were grateful that they had significant others who were emotionally supportive. 

John shared that his girlfriend was always supportive and there for him. Emily was grateful that 
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she could tell her boyfriend anything and not be judged. Survivors’ perceptions of being 

supported and having a strong social network and community have been found to be essential for 

successful recovery (Kaniasty, 2020). 

Art and Sport Worlds 

Several participants mentioned art as a form of therapy post-disaster. Art was a way to 

keep their minds occupied, stay focused, manage stress, and feel normal. Orr (2007) found that 

following a natural disaster, art therapy helped adolescents in their healing process and to focus 

on positive behaviors. Many students reported that interacting with some form of art, including 

music, dance, chorus, ceramics, visual arts, and creative baking, was helpful in the healing 

process.  

Football, rugby, and rifle shooting were sports mentioned as activities that helped after 

the disaster. John said that football gave him discipline and integrity. Julie spoke highly of her 

rugby team and how their bond improved her mental health. Teenagers who participated in 

sports after a natural disaster have shown improved self-control, responsibility, and 

concentration (Jin, 2021). 

School World 

High School. Teachers and counselors played a significant role in molding students’ 

pathways to college. Several participants described their teachers as mentors who encouraged, 

guided, and assisted with college applications. For example, Emily spoke highly of her music 

teacher, who assisted her with college enrollment. Similarly, Nikki appreciated her art teacher, 

whose support influenced her to major in art at UH Maui College. 

School counselors were also influential in encouraging the participants to pursue higher 

education. Stephanie talked about a school counselor who taught her the importance of 
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community engagement and motivated her to aim for academic success. School counselors can 

be a form of social capital for low-income students as they provide more opportunities for 

college access (Oleka & Mitchell, 2022). However, one participant's experience with the 

counselor was perceived as a barrier because they would not help him take a college credit 

course that would better align with his intended college major. According to BMWT, 

gatekeepers can block linkage among their worlds along their pathways to college (Cooper, 

2011). In Michael’s case, the counselor who did not assist him with the college course could be 

considered a gatekeeper.  

Post-disaster Educational Adjustments and Emotional Challenges. Following the 

disaster, several participants and their teachers were temporarily relocated to another high 

school. Participants who attended this high school felt that their teachers were more lenient with 

schoolwork than they had been before the disaster. Many students appreciated this as they 

adjusted to the new environment. Nikki shared that leniency was necessary as she thought she 

needed the time to adjust before resuming the expected workload. Similarly, Emily shared that 

while it was not too soon for her to return to school mentally, she just was not there. “Teachers 

taking it easy at first was helpful.” Following Hurricane Matthew and Florence, the research 

found that adapting the curriculum and reconsidering accountability requirements by meeting the 

needs of the students helped them get back on track (Fuller & Davis, 2021).  

Some participants appreciated returning to school quickly as it provided a sense of 

normalcy. John shared that being around friends was comforting. Emily said she needed to be 

strong for her family after the disaster, so attending school provided relief from this pressure. 

Many participants found school comforting. Le Baroque et al. (2016) showed that teachers have 
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an essential role in the recovery of students affected by a natural disaster and that routines and a 

sense of normalcy are imperative.  

A decline in academic performance is common following a natural disaster (Lai et al., 

2018; Wang, 2024; Paudel & Ryu, 2018). Alison expressed her struggle to focus on her 

schoolwork and dissatisfaction with teachers who no longer provided academic flexibility a year 

after the disaster, although the students and their families were still living in temporary housing. 

These feelings of dissatisfaction were similar to research that found that over 30% of students 

showed higher rates of school dissatisfaction after Hurricane Katrina (Sims et al., 2015).  

Julie acknowledged that the disaster affected her academics because she had difficulty 

concentrating in school after losing her home. Jennifer admitted that she held herself to a high 

standard and felt burned out with ongoing schoolwork and deadlines. Initially, she did not 

connect the feeling of being overworked to the disaster until I asked follow-up questions that 

revealed that the stress of the disaster had contributed to her feeling burned out. The initial 

response from Jennifer reflected research that students might not be aware of how the natural 

disaster has affected them (Japan Society, 2011). Following the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in 

Japan, a high school teacher shared that many students seemed unaffected by the disaster on the 

outside; however, mental health counseling sessions and surveys on mental health status 

indicated that students were unable to sleep and go near the ocean. 

Another high-achieving participant in the current study, Sarah, had a different experience 

from the other students. When the local high school shut down, Sarah was the only participant 

who attended the centrally located high school. She said that teachers there were not lenient and 

acted as if the disaster had never happened. Sarah did not receive a gentle return to academics as 
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her peers reported, and she spoke about feeling overwhelmed by schoolwork. Sarah said that 

some students even bullied and teased her about her town experiencing the disaster 

When I did a follow-up interview with Sarah, she continued to struggle despite returning 

to the local high school. She wished she had the opportunity to ease her way back into school 

because she had not had a break since the disaster, and it took a toll on her mental health. As Le 

Brocque et al.'s (2016) research suggested, following a traumatic event, teachers can take an 

essential role in providing routines and a sense of normalcy by establishing behavioral and 

classroom expectations. Professional development can assist teachers in understanding how to 

promote mental health, as they are at the forefront of monitoring and supporting students’ 

recovery. Fuller & Davis (2021) showed that encouraging schools to meet students’ needs post-

disaster can be essential to healing.  

Educators should know the long-term effects on students who experience housing 

instability and other stressors following a natural disaster. Teachers should be more lenient with 

school workload and strict deadlines. Sarah’s experience of being overwhelmed due to the lack 

of leniency at the high school she attended revealed the need for schools that receive displaced 

students due to a natural disaster to be aware of these students and provide additional support. 

Also, schools that receive displaced students should promote anti-bullying to foster inclusivity 

and empathy.  

Upward Bound. Pre-college programs like UB contribute to high school completion and 

increased college enrollment for underrepresented students (Myers & Schirm, 1999; Roderick et 

al., 2009). The participants' responses supported the literature on the benefits of pre-college 

access programs. Many of them thanked UB for assistance with college applications, 

scholarships, and moral support. Michael, John, and Sarah credited UB for influencing their 
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decisions to pursue secondary education through college tours, college and career workshops, 

and financial literacy. Grimard & Maddaus (2002) found that UB benefited students through 

improved academics, higher goals and aspirations, and increased college and financial aid 

access. Cooper (2011) suggested that a college-going culture and academic and social support 

from adults and peers can lead to educational equity and access.  

College. Four participants who graduated in 2024 received the UH four-year scholarship. 

Receiving the scholarship impacted their decision to attend college within the UH system. 

Michael and Emily considered attending an out-of-state college before receiving the financial 

assistance. Stephanie was already planning on going to college; however, after all of the students 

in her graduating class received the award, she said that many of her friends who were not 

planning to attend college decided to go because they did not need to worry about the costs. 

Wang (2024) found that college enrollment can increase when victims of a natural disaster 

receive financial aid. 

I interviewed the 2024 graduates during their first semester at college. While their 

experiences varied, for the most part, they all felt positive about their college engagement. 

Michael shared that he relied on classmates for additional support and was comfortable asking 

his professors for help. Following Hurricane Katrina, the most significant resource for resiliency 

was adolescents’ ability to maintain a positive attitude, ask for help, and solve problems (Nelson, 

2008). Michael appeared to embody this resiliency.  

Emily explained that after the disaster, she started to disassociate from her memories of 

Hawaiʻi before the disaster and felt more detached, which helped her better adjust to college life. 

Dissociative phenomena following a traumatic event may relate to basic fears about death, loss, 

or lack of control (Gershuny & Thayer, 1999). Emily admitted that saying she had dissociated 
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from her life where the disaster took place sounded terrible, but she tried to have a positive 

attitude, and these strategies helped her adjust to college life. However, the long-term effect of 

dissociation and not processing the traumatic event could prolong the psychological effects of 

the disaster (Gershuny & Thayer, 1999).  

Nikki and Stephanie stayed on the island where the disaster occurred. They both attended 

a UH college and reported doing well. All four high school graduates adjusted well to college 

life. They all received a 3.23 GPA or higher for their first college semester. Transitioning to a 

new setting, such as college, might have been a positive change for these students, as constant 

exposure to an environment where a disaster occurred can prolong stress and recovery (Briere & 

Elliott, 2000). 

Culture and Community Worlds  

The culture and community worlds may have helped to shape the participants' identities, 

ambitions, and strengths in the aftermath of the disaster. Culture was a source of grounding for 

many of the participants. Sarah shared that her multicultural background was a point of pride and 

promoted her self-expression. When aspects of her other worlds were not doing well, she looked 

to her cultural world for inspiration and stability. Cultural grounding aligned with Cooper et al.’s 

(2018) research that found strong cultural identity provides a sense of belonging and purpose, 

which can enhance academic and personal success. 

Daniel and Michael’s involvement in the Hawaiian Language Immersion Program 

“school on the beach” promoted their connection to Hawaiian culture and reconnection with 

nature following the disaster. Daniel and Michael's healing experience through nature is 

consistent with Hartwell et al.'s (2023) forest therapy practice, which included peer support, 

collaboration, culture, and empowerment. Daniel and Michael appeared to be well-adjusted 
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following the disaster, as Michael was excelling in college, and Daniel was preparing to enroll in 

post-secondary education after graduating from high school.  

Several participants highlighted the community support shown after the disaster. The 

participants felt the spirit of “aloha,” as they said the community collectively conveyed kindness 

and encouragement. This is similar to Hurdle’s (2002) findings that community members 

became leaders and planned and initiated culturally based services during a time of distress in a 

community. 

Alignment of Worlds 

BMWT suggests that when students’ worlds align, their transition from high school to 

college is more successful (Cooper, 2011). Students who were confident that their worlds aligned 

appeared to be more resilient. Stephanie and Nikki seemed to have successfully transitioned from 

high school to college. Although both participants were displaced, they expressed that their 

worlds were aligned. Stephanie said her accomplishments were due to the continuous support of 

her family, UB, and friends. Furthermore, John, Emily, and Michael felt their worlds aligned. 

Michael shared that his academic success came from a strong support system that included his 

multiple worlds of family, church, UB, friends, and teachers.  

Not all participants felt their worlds were harmonious. For example, Sarah expressed that 

her worlds mostly aligned, but sometimes certain worlds were not helpful, and she relied on her 

cultural world to find balance. Sarah’s perspective on selectively leaning on different worlds to 

fulfill an immediate need aligned with Phelen et al. 's (1991) findings that students’ abilities to 

move between worlds influenced their success in furthering their education.  

Alison expressed that keeping her worlds separate was necessary to avoid complications 

and confusion. Alisonʻs comments reflected Phelen et al.'s (1991) statement that, “for some 
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students, the values and expectations are so discordant across worlds that boundary crossing is 

resisted. It is so painful that these students develop rationales to protect themselves against 

further distress” (p. 240).  According to Cooper (2011), youth on more successful academic 

pathways rely on resources from their multiple worlds to manage their challenges. Alison 

expressed academic struggles after the disaster, perhaps indicating that because her worlds did 

not align, she may have experienced more academic challenges in the aftermath. 

Advice for Support.  

The students provided thoughtful responses on how to support those who experience a 

natural disaster. Their suggestions reflected how they themselves: (a) bridged their multiple 

worlds to find balance; (b) practiced self-care; (c) depended on their faith and communities; and 

(d) drew on cultural support for healing and resilience.  

A significant theme that emerged from the participants’ responses was practicing self-

care and taking time to heal. Natasi et al.'s (2011) research indicated the need for personal 

reflection and an adaptive curriculum to allow students time to recover from a tragic event. Sarah 

expressed that healing from a disaster can take a long time, reflecting the findings from Bonanno 

et al.’s (2023), who revealed the importance of taking time to process emotions. Additionally, 

Nikki shared how experiencing a natural disaster should not deter you from reaching your goals, 

reflecting Cooper’s (2011) research on students finding motivation in adverse situations.  

Emily and Stephanie shared feelings of gratitude and motivation after receiving 

community and national support through donations and living arrangements. This matched 

Norris et al.'s (2009) research, which suggested that providing essential resources such as food, 

shelter, and clothing boosts resilience following a disaster.  
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Daniel, Julie, Sarah, and Michael found solace through their faith and religious practices, 

reflecting Natasi et al.'s (2011) research on prominent coping techniques reported by adolescents, 

including prayer and meditation. Julie, Nikki, Jennifer, and Sarah expressed the importance of 

talking to people and seeking mental health care if needed. Julie said, “At first, you may feel you 

are fine, but eventually, you will feel how it has taken a toll on your mental health.” The need to 

provide mental health services following a natural disaster is supported by numerous research 

studies (Békés et al., 2022; Fuller & Davis, 2021; Lai et al., 2019; Le Brocque et al., 2017) 

indicating that trauma can appear in multiple forms, which can adversely affect students’ 

academic performance—potentially leading to more serious mental health issues such as PTSD 

and serious emotional disturbance.  

Michael cautioned against individuals utilizing social media, where there was a lot of 

misinformation. To protect his mental health, he stayed off social media. Being exposed to 

misinformation through social platforms can prolong distress and trauma (Houston et al., 2015). 

Implications for Practice 

This study has several implications for practice. I will list the significant findings and 

explain them further below. The findings highlighted the need to support low-income and first-

generation students on their pathways to college, especially after a natural disaster. Evidence 

showed that parents influenced the participants' educational goals, and programs like UB 

supported students with college access. The Hawaiian Language Immersion Program, which 

allowed students to have “school on the beach,” as the boys called it, showed an indigenous 

approach to promote healing and reconnect with their culture and the land. Through Michael and 

Daniel’s experiences of “school on the beach,” they were able to heal in nature and connect with 
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their peers who also experienced the natural disaster. This experience provided them the time 

they needed to slow down and care for themselves and others who were also hurting.  

Following a natural disaster, students require additional support. Educators and school 

administrators need trauma-informed practices, as they are at the forefront of student recovery. 

Educators should consider: (a) flexible learning environments while students are recovering from 

a natural disaster; (b) providing mental health and emotional support services, especially for 

students who are displaced or who may have academic burnout and need self-care; (c) suggesting 

faith-based, cultural and community connections assist students with the healing process; and (d) 

educating students about misinformation on social media. 

Support for Low-income and First-Generation Students 

Participants whose parents supported them in going to college expressed confidence in 

attaining a degree in higher education. To assist parents in providing support for college 

enrollment, schools and community organizations should offer programs that educate family 

members on helping their children’s higher education aspirations. Workshops should include the 

college enrollment process, financial literacy, and college and career readiness. A culturally 

responsive component is also needed so families from diverse backgrounds feel empowered to 

encourage their children to pursue a college degree.  

Schools should collaborate with pre-college programs like UB, which offer resources 

such as college tours, financial literacy, career exploration, summer programs, and assistance 

with college applications and scholarships. Policymakers should continue to support the funding 

of these programs, such as UB, which played a significant role in supporting the participants’ 

college dreams and recovery post-disaster.  
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Post-secondary educational institutions should provide financial support, such as the 

UH’s four-year scholarship program following a natural disaster, to increase college enrollment 

(Wang, 2024). Based on the participants’ responses, support for college tuition should be 

considered not just for graduating seniors, but for all high school students impacted by the event, 

as it takes years for students and their families to recover financially. 

Educators, Administrators, and School Environments  

This study emphasized the importance of educating teachers, counselors, and 

administrators on trauma-informed practices following a natural disaster. Overwhelmingly, 

students stressed the importance of providing leniency from teachers as they adjusted to their 

new reality. Research supports that curriculum adjustments and accountability requirements can 

help relieve academic pressure (Fuller & Davis, 2021).  

Many students spoke of feelings of burnout as they continued to struggle with 

displacement and the emotional toll that the natural disaster took on their mental health. The role 

of friendships in motivating students to pursue their college goals and mental health support was 

evident. This indicates a need for peer-led academic support, mentorships, and college 

preparation groups. Several students who participated in the study commented that the focus 

group with their peers was fun and helped them recover. Schools should encourage student-led, 

college-focused organizations that provide social and emotional support for students recovering 

from a natural disaster.  

Displaced participants struggled to focus on academics, showing the need to educate 

students on the importance of self-care. Classes on social-emotional learning practices that teach 

students to develop coping strategies, set realistic academic goals, and ask for help when needed 

are necessary to support students struggling with the aftermath of the disaster. Social emotional 
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learning and peer‑led intervention models improve displaced youth’s resilience, self-regulation, 

and social support networks (Sullivan & Simonson, 2016; Forced Displacement & Education, 

2023) 

Mental health and academic support are needed to help students stay on track. For some 

participants, it took time to realize the emotional toll the disaster had taken on their mental 

health. Schools should provide proactive mental health interventions, including peer support 

groups, frequent check-ins, and ongoing mental health services. Furthermore, teacher training is 

needed to identify signs of trauma and mental health issues and to be equipped with the 

appropriate referrals for additional support.  

Arts and Sports 

The positive response to engaging in creative and athletic activities implied the need to 

incorporate art and sports into recovery programs. Creative and sports activities improve 

emotional well‑being and re-engagement in academic tasks (Thompson, 2025; The Guardian, 

2025). Funding for extracurricular activities should be a priority for students who have 

experienced a natural disaster, as students responded well to the opportunity to participate in 

creative expression and physical activities, saying it helped with their emotional well-being and 

academic focus. 

Faith-Based, Cultural, and Community Connections 

Faith-based organizations and community members provided grounding and inspiration 

for healing. Participants who relied on their religious beliefs found comfort in prayer and talking 

with leaders within the church. Long-term recovery from natural disasters for schools showed 

some coping techniques reported by adolescents were prayer and meditation (Natasi et al., 2011). 
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Schools should provide a quiet space for students to practice self-care through prayer and 

meditation.  

Cultural practices impacted student recovery as Michael and Daniel had “school on the 

beach” the first semester following the disaster. They spoke about reconnecting with the land and 

working with the younger Native Hawaiian children, which gave them a sense of purpose and 

helped them heal from the disaster. Cultural practices such as reconnecting with the land and 

incorporating an indigenous approach to support well-being have been shown to promote youth 

resilience (Walters et al., 2020; Chung-Do et al., 2019; & Ramus et al., 2014). School field trips 

and in-school activities that include connecting with nature and cultural activities should be 

incorporated into programming for students who have experienced a disaster to promote healing 

and a sense of grounding.  

The community came together to support one another post-disaster. Several people 

volunteered to run pop-up donation hubs. These hubs included clothing, food, toiletries, and 

basic needs, and they were located throughout the community and in the shelters where people 

were temporarily located. Donations came from people of the island, the State, and the Nation. 

The participants expressed gratitude for the support and felt motivated to keep going with the 

outpouring of nationwide contributions. 

Specialists working in disaster response and recovery should acknowledge the 

importance of empowering the community to take the lead in coordinating relief efforts. 

Supporting community networks and volunteers can build trust, maintain cultural relevance, and 

facilitate more sustainable recovery practices. The donations received appeared to boost morale 

for the participants, showing the need for emergency preparedness strategies that accentuate the 
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community's needs. These strategies include volunteer training and resource mapping, which can 

result in a more resilient community.  

Community leaders encouraged students to continue pursuing their dreams despite the 

traumatic event. Students appreciated the encouragement as they navigated the aftermath of the 

natural disaster. Schools and policymakers should collaborate to inform students of donations 

available to the disaster victims and how to access financial, academic, and mental health 

support. Participants were grateful to receive basic needs such as free food, clothing, and 

monetary donations without having to ask. Many students were inspired by the national response 

of care and donations received. 

Multiple Worlds 

Students who said their multiple worlds aligned appeared to be better adjusted following 

the natural disaster. Those whose worlds aligned talked of feeling supported through family, 

friends, school, sports, community, and church. With the support they received from their 

worlds, many participants appeared to have recovered from the aftermath of the disaster and are 

doing well.  

 However, the participants who said their worlds aligned sometimes or they intentionally 

did not align their worlds reported having more academic, emotional, and mental health struggles 

than those whose worlds aligned better. Educating students on finding balance within their 

worlds and learning to work towards alignment in supporting their academic goals and recovery 

from a disaster could help them be more resilient and achieve their college goals. 

Advice From Students Who Experienced a Natural Disaster 

The participants most frequently advised taking time to process the disaster. They also 

recommended talking to friends or significant others, finding solace through faith, lowering 
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expectations to avoid burnout, and seeking professional help. These suggestions are sound advice 

from students who have experienced the loss of their home, town, friends, and family.   

Schools are a vessel for the opportunity to promote healing post-disaster. The care and 

leniency shown immediately following a disaster can mitigate the long-term effects of a 

traumatic event (Fletcher & Nicholas, 2016). Schools should provide space for students to 

practice self-care, encourage healing through nature and cultural practices, and promote student-

focused groups that discuss their personal experiences so they may express their emotions with 

others who have experienced a similar tragedy.  

Community and faith-based organizations should partner with schools to provide a space 

for healing and inform students and parents of donations available following a disaster. 

Participants in this study found that the outpouring of support from the community and church 

was healing and motivated several participants to continue to pursue their academic dreams. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study was limited to the 10 UB local high school students who experienced the 

Hawaiʻi natural disaster. As with all case studies, the results of this study were intended to 

provide a rich contextualized insight but not necessarily to generalize to other settings (Yin, 

2018). As I described above, there are possible lessons learned from the case; however, readers 

of this study need to determine if these lessons are applicable in other settings. Data 

interpretation was potentially biased and could be influenced by my perspective as the 

researcher. While I was aware of potential biases when interpreting the data, there is a possibility 

that my own life experiences led me to interpret the data in a biased way. However, I did have a 

second coder who coded 10% of the data to help mitigate potential biases.  
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I am the UB Director, which could have limited the findings, since students might not 

have felt comfortable enough to share their entire experience. The participants could have been 

too scared to say something negative about the program. Also, there was a power differential that 

could have intimidated the participants from expressing their feelings.  

Participants in this study were members of the UB program, which has a voluntary 

enrollment process, indicating that students and their families likely enrolled with the goal that 

the learners attend college. Those who volunteered to participate in the study may have been 

even higher achievers, as others may not have wanted to share their experiences. Additionally, 

students voluntarily participated in this study, implying they wanted to share their experiences 

after the disaster. After the natural disaster, I invited all 18 UB students to join the research, and 

10 volunteered, and their families consented. It may have been that these 10 had a more positive 

academic experience than other students after the disaster. 

This study indicated which multiple worlds have helped or hindered UB students who 

experienced the Hawaiʻi natural disaster to stay in school and continue their educational goals. 

Further research is needed to validate high school students' experiences following a natural 

disaster. Future research could explore the long-term impacts of how multiple worlds support 

academic success following such a disaster.
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions for the Focus Group 

1. We live in different worlds, including but not limited to families, schools, peers, sports, 

and community programs. Please take 10 minutes to draw and label the multiple worlds 

you live in. 

What does it mean to grow up? Identity1  

2. What are you planning to do after high school? 

3. If you plan to attend college, do you know what you will major in?  

a. What do you plan to do with your degree? 

4. Have you decided on a career? If yes, when did you choose? 

a. What people or experiences have significantly influenced your plans for the 

future? 

5. Have your plans for post-high school changed since the disaster? 

What matters for pathways to college? 

6. What factors led you along an academic path toward or away from college and college-

based careers? 

7. What people or experiences have significantly influenced your plans for the future? 

(Important people may be teachers, family members, friends, or others. The experiences 

that have influenced you may be positive or negative, such as a field trip to a college or 

company or a friend getting into trouble). Could you talk about your meaningful 

experiences and people who have influenced your plans for the future? 

 
1 Italicized text refers to the five core questions about cultures, identities, and pathways to college in 

multicultural societies from the Bridging Multiple Worlds (Cooper, 2011). 
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8. Could you talk about negative experiences that may have influenced your plans for the 

future? 

9. A network of family relationships and resources can help students attain higher education 

and career goals. Could you provide examples of family relationships and resources that 

have shaped your pathways to college or your potential career? 

10. Since the disaster, how has your social capital changed? 

11. Alienation for youth can refer to unequal access to educational opportunities, or students 

may downplay their success alongside peers who face limited opportunities.  

a. Is there a time when you felt that you did not have the same level of access to 

education as other students?  

b. Can you describe a time when you were successful in school, or your community 

and you downplayed your success to your peers? 

12. When obstacles arise, some students find motivation to succeed in school and go to 

college, whereas others shut down.  

a. Can you describe experiences since the disaster that have motivated you to excel 

in school?  

b. Can you describe any experiences where you felt like shutting down? 

From fragile bridges to alliances: How can we open institutional opportunities? 

13. Families, peers, schools, and community programs can serve as bridges along students’ 

pathways, but they can be fragile; what are some multiple worlds that have helped build 

and support your pathway to college or your career choice? 

How can youth bridge their cultural worlds? 

14. How does your family support you in going to college or work after high school? 
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15. What are most of your friends going to do after high school? 

16. Do your community members support your desire to attend college or work after high 

school? 

17. Do you feel your multiple worlds align, or are they conflicting? 

How do multicultural communities define success? 

18. What will success look like for you in 5-6 years? 

19. What steps have been taken in your community or high school to talk about your mental 

health? 

20. What event or person stood out as a favorable support since the disaster?  

21. If you could advise others on how to help a high school student who has experienced a 

natural disaster, what would it be? 

22. If you could advise on how to support high school students following a natural disaster, 

what would it be? 
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Appendix B 

Questions for Individual Interview 1 

1. Our lives have different worlds, including families, schools, peers, and community 

programs; what are your main worlds? 

2. What things do you usually do in each world? 

3. Who are the prominent people in each of your worlds? 

4. Of the prominent people in your world, who has been the most influential in your 

academic success since the disaster? Why? 

5. Have any people in your world hindered your ability to stay in school since the disaster? 

6. What kind of person do people in each of your worlds expect you to be? 

7. What kind of person do you want to be? 

8. How do these people help you become what they want you to be? 

9. How do these worlds fit together for you?  

a. Which worlds feel separate?  

b. Which ones overlap? 

10. What is something that has helped your mental health since the disaster? 

11. Is there something that has made your mental health worse since the disaster? 
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