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Researching Disability and Disaster
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I. Conceptualizing Disability



What is Disability?
Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
an individual with a disability is a person who: 
1. has a physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more major life 
activities; OR 

2. has a record of such an impairment; OR 
3. is regarded as having such an impairment.



Conceptualizations of Disability
• A “major life activity” involves functions or 

activities that are of central importance to 
daily life such as
o Caring for one's self 
o Performing manual tasks 
o Walking 
o Seeing or hearing 
o Speaking 
o Learning 
o Working 



II. Conceptualizing Disaster



Disasters in Texas



Conceptualizing Disaster

A disaster occurs when a hazard in the 
environment overwhelms a community’s ability 
to 
– Protect public health and safety, 
– Promote psychological and social stability 
– Ensure economic and political viability.



Human Vulnerability

…the conditions determined by physical, social, 
economic, and environmental factors or processes, 
which increase the susceptibility of a community to the 
impact of hazards

UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (2004)

Hyogo Framework 2005-2015  



The Disaster Cycle



The Stafford Act

• The Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and 
Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford Act) is the 
law that authorizes Federal assistance when the 
President declares a State to be a disaster area.

• Section 308 of the Stafford Act protects 
individuals from discrimination on the basis of 
their race, color, religion, nationality, sex, age, 
disability, or economic status in all disaster 
assistance programs. 



III. Research on disability and disasters



Stough, L. M., & Kelman, I. (2018). People with disabilities and 
disasters. In H. Rodriguez, J. Trainor, & W. Donner (Eds.), Handbook of 
Disaster Research (2nd ed. pp. 225-242). Cham, Switzerland: Springer. 

Research on People with Disabilities

• Have higher mortality rates
• Have proportionately higher property loss
• Are more likely to incur injuries
• Experience health-related complications
• Have higher support needs during 

evacuation and sheltering
• Receive less assistance from emergency 

personnel and volunteers
• Take longer to recover



• Disasters do NOT impact everyone equally
• It is not only that people with disabilities are more 

likely to be impacted, it is that the loss and severity 
of the impact is disproportionate. 

• These families thus begin the recovery phrase two 
steps behind, rather than one step behind.

Disproportionate Impact



Pre-disaster, people with 
disabilities are more likely to:

•Live in poverty
•Be unemployed
•Live in a flood plain
•Have limited access to healthcare
•Have smaller social networks

(Stough & Kelman, 2018)





Disasters Affect 
School-Based Settings

Schools and colleges can be:
● places impacted by disaster
● places where individuals may be sheltered in a 

disaster (Kelman, 2011)
● sources of resources and information in times of 

disaster and during recovery
● places where disaster preparedness education can 

take place



School Safety and Students with 
Disabilities

• Schools and colleges have the responsibility to 
ensure whole community preparedness, drills, 
evacuation plans, and sheltering-in-place

• The needs of individuals with disabilities are 
often excluded in school disaster planning 
(Fifolt, Wakelee, Eldridge-Auffant, Carpenter, & 
Hites, 2017)



Research on School-Related Disasters

•Faculty and staff are themselves also directly affected 
by disasters

•Despite also being affected by disasters, school staff 
provide essential support to students and their 
families throughout all phases of the disaster

•School staff need to be well-trained and 
knowledgeable across school contexts (Stough, Kang, 
& Lee, 2019)



COVID Transmission at 
Colleges and Schools

● Colleges and schools face many of the same 
challenges as congregate living settings

● Direct co-mingling with community members across 
many demographics
● Many people together inside for extended 

period of time
● Sharing of spaces, equipment, and services
● Poor air circulation in buildings
● Students who do not understand the importance 

of taking protective measures



Nature Communications 
(2021, August)

● COVID-19 spreads easily in university settings
● 1st year students experience the highest rates of 

inflection
● Given the age distribution of students and the high 

likelihood of asymptomatic infection
1. Faculty, staff, and the surrounding community 

are likely to experience higher levels of morbidity
2. Student behaviors can pose risk to more 

vulnerable groups, such as older individuals, those with 
underlying conditions, and individuals with disabilities

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-25169-3

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-25169-3


IV. Campus preparedness and 
emergencies



University Emergency Preparedness



University Emergency Preparedness



Emergency Shelter Programs

• Regardless of who operates a shelter 
or emergency procedures, the ADA 
requires operations to offer people with 
disabilities the same benefits provided to 
people without disabilities



Office and Classroom 
Emergency Preparedness

• Contact your building proctor for the 
emergency evacuation/sheltering plan

• Anticipate procedures needed during 
classroom instruction

• Anticipate procedures needed to assist 
colleagues and students at other times

• Develop procedures and 
accommodations for your own sheltering 
or evacuation



Emergency Kit Items

• 3-7 days supply food and water
• Medical supplies 
• Important documents
• Durable medical equipment 
• Handheld electronic devices (e.g. 

mobile phones etc. loaded with 
communications or support apps)

• Spare chargers, batteries, radio
• Contact numbers

29



Departmental or Center
Emergency Preparedness

• Include emergency preparedness as an agenda item during 
departmental or center meetings

• Identify who is responsible for evacuation and sheltering 
monitoring on your floor

• Have a conversation with that individual if you will need 
accommodations

• Consider approaching colleagues who might need assistance 
during sheltering or accommodations

• Develop procedures and accommodations for your own 
sheltering or evacuation



Remember your own Family!
• Create a family preparedness plan
• Keep yourself healthy and do not come to work if 

you are ill
• Take protective measures on campus and do not 

bring illness or infection back to your family or 
individuals you know with disabilities

• Have back-up support for your own childcare and 
family needs if you will be serving in a role in 
disaster response or placing yourself at-risk for 
emergencies or illness

• Practice layered measures of protection if you have 
family members with disabilities or underlying 
conditions



V. Community-based collaboratives



Collaboration is essential…

! Reach out to 
organizations that provide 
disaster services such as 
Red Cross, voluntary 
organizations, churches, 
and community-based 
partners

! Reach out to disability-
related organizations, 
nursing homes, and 
community-based 
partners.



Disability-Related Organizations Disaster-Related Organizations

Local Disability Groups Meals on Wheels

Centers for Independent Living Long-Term Recovery Groups

Committees on Disability Offices of Emergency Management 

Assistive Technology Offices Voluntary Organizations Active in 
Disaster

Disability Rights Offices Hospitals and Trauma Care



VI. Tools and supports for people 
with disabilities

ies



Research and Education on Disability and Disaster

redd.tamu.edu



REDDy DIRECTORY

• REDDy:  REsources on Disasters and Disability
• Funded by the Association of University Centers on 

Disability and the U.S. Administration on Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities. 

• Based on a database of 1500+ disability resources:
The Directory of Community Resources for Individuals with Disabilities

dcr.tamu.edu



Graphic of the DCR Interface.

Directory of Community Resources 
for People with Disabilities



Graphic of the REDDy Interface.

REDDy Directory







Long-Term Disaster Recovery Toolkit 
for Individuals with Disabilities



Accommodations and modifications for self-hygiene 
and social distancing

https://redd.tamu.edu/sites/redd.tamu.edu/files/COVID-19%20Handout%20-%20REDD%20041020.pdf


Visit:  redd.tamu.edu for copies



Feel free to contact me:

Laura M. Stough, Ph.D.
lstough@tamu.edu

redd.tamu.edu

XII. Question and Answer Session

Evaluation

mailto:lstough@tamu.edu

