Student reflections on their tornado relief work in Joplin, Mo., on June 25-26, 2011:

Anna Bewley, elementary education major, Bowling Green: “The damage that was done in Joplin is indescribable. On one side of the street things looked fine, but on the other side everything was destroyed. I'm so happy that I was able to go and help out; it is something I will never forget. To see so many people coming from all over the country to help those in need is remarkable. The owner of one of the houses we worked on came out and we were able to meet him. On our last day there, we were fortunate enough to meet with Will Norton's aunt and talk with her for a little bit. This whole trip was truly a priceless experience.”

Sara Calvert, elementary education major, Scottsville: “Even before the Joplin Run of 2011, I tried to prepare myself emotionally and physically for what I would see. But nothing could prepare me for such destruction. As we were driving down the highway seeing high schools, businesses and residences destroyed, my heart just wept for the sadness around the city. Realizing that I would be one of those volunteers, I decided to set my feelings aside by finding strength for those that had lost so much. With the help of students from Western Kentucky University and Phi Sigma Pi, we were able to hold each other together in working to rebuild Joplin. Along with academic advisor David Serafini, we were able to participate with a group called Relief Spark. What the group provided us with was demolishing houses, creating new foundations and equipment required to safely help Joplin families. Once we were finished with the foundation we were able to see families come and look out of where their house once stood. It was amazing to see that the families were calm in explaining their experiences and what they went through. One of the most memorable meetings was with Tracey Presslor, also known as “Aunt Tracey.” This woman’s incredible strength of telling the story of her nephew Will Norton, of how Will’s father gripped his arms around Will’s body in the efforts of saving both of their lives. However with the strength of the tornado Will was whipped from the car and was not found for many days of searching. I have never known a woman who was so passionate about helping others above herself. Her kindness and strength encouraged me to continue my journey in Joplin and hopefully return again the following spring. With so much destruction not many people realize what one hand can do when many people volunteer. In hopes of returning to make a impact on Joplin not only by rebuilding homes but helping families as well.”
Kaleb Crowe, history/social studies major, Tompkinsville: “Words cannot honestly describe the scene at Joplin. You drive down Main Street, pop over a hill and 'Bam' you wind up in a war zone, simply put. The area the tornado went through is destroyed. I honestly wish everyone in America could see it for themselves, just so they could know how much help is needed there. I ended up getting on the trip through a friend David Serafini, who happens to be head of the Phi Sigma Pi chapter at WKU. Driving in and seeing the city is memorable all in itself. I saw miles upon miles of destruction and it changed my perspective on life. I complain about a lot of things, but seeing this makes me realize how awesome people really live around here. It will be years until the people of Joplin will be able to see their city anywhere close to what their city was before. Honestly the most memorable part of the whole experience was taking to the owner of the house and his daughter about being in the house as the tornado passed over, how they were holding on to anything they could, that the daughter was being held down by her 89-year-old father keeping her from flying outside. I plan to return to Joplin, I plan on helping as much as I can, I plan on spreading the word to people, I plan on making as much of a difference as I possibly can -- no matter how small that may be -- something is better than nothing.” 

Adam Reynolds, pre-veterinary medicine major, Owensboro: “The destruction is indescribable. Any picture that you see, any video that you watch, any story that you hear simply cannot do it justice. Just being in its midst gives you a feeling of uneasiness and sorrow for those affected. What is most amazing to me, however, is how such destruction and sadness can bring about so much hope. Every victim that we spoke with didn't speak of how terribly they were affected or how they would be rebuilding for years. They spoke of the positive. An 89-year-old man who had lived in a house for nearly half his life, had been in it while the tornado ripped through it, and now had to watch complete strangers finish tearing it apart simply states ‘It could be worse.’ Tracey Presslor, aunt of Will Norton, spoke of the good Will brought to the world in his short life as opposed to mourning and asking why he was gone. It was also inspiring to see how many people from all over the country were willing to help. It really gives you a sense of pride for mankind to know that people will drop what they are doing to help out others. The most inspiring story for me came through not one of the victims, but one of the volunteers. He came to Joplin the day after the tornado planning on helping out for one day. He has been there ever since and firmly intends on staying until the cleanup and rebuilding is complete. This is not someone who is getting paid or extra attention for his actions. He is a human being just like you and me who decided that he wanted to make a difference. It’s stories like that in which motivate me to return. If there is one message that I cannot stress enough, it is that Joplin is never going to be in an excess of volunteers. As time goes on, Joplin's story is going to fade away in the minds of those who intended to help. If anyone out there ever gets the slightest urge to go and help out, do it. It is an incredible experience and one that will not soon be forgotten by not only yourself, but those you helped.”

Adam Rzeszowski, photojournalism/English major, Bowling Green: “I decided last second to go to Joplin with my fraternity, Phi Sigma Pi National Honor Fraternity, to help out with the disaster relief.  I have been all over the world in many different situations, but Joplin was the first time I did not have orders from Uncle Sam to go. The decision to go and do something was purely my own for once. I have seen a lot of devastation all over the world, but this was by far the worst devastation I have seen by natural disaster. I talk tough to anyone who asks me questions like I am cold hearted and nothing means anything or bothers me, but the truth of the matter is that it was very heart wrenching to see what those people have had to go through. People have lost everything they own, their homes and their belongings. Worse than that are all of the family members who were missing and killed. However, seeing so many people coming in from all over the U.S. to help with the efforts has somewhat given me a little hope for the American people in thinking maybe there aren’t as many self-centered, spoiled brats overwhelming the country as I thought. Maybe there is hope for this country yet. This trip really meant a lot to me, and I really learned a lot from it. Even though our time in Joplin was shorter than I would have liked, I am proud to have gone with the people I did.”

Chris Storath, history/social studies major, Hendersonville, Tenn.: “My experience in Joplin, Mo., is one that I will never forget. From the moment we arrived, the devastation was all around us. Words cannot describe the scenery of the town. We were very lucky to have been offered a place to stay at the New Creation Church. Though slightly uncomfortable at night, this trip was more than worth it. We demolished two houses during our stay. Though this barely made a dent in all of the work that has to be done, I truly felt that we gave a helping hand to the people in need. We met the owner of one of the houses that we demolished. I could not even imagine standing there and watch a house that you have owned for over 50 years just be completely torn to the ground within a matter of hours. My most memorable moment of the trip was, by far, getting to meet Tracey Presslor. Tracey is the aunt of Joplin high school student Will Norton who passed away during the tornado. Her powerful story gave us all the motivation to want to come back and help out in anyway we can. I’m sure the Beta Phi chapter of Phi Sigma Pi will be back several more times before the cleanup is all over.”  

