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Two women who helped another 
member of their study group through 
a hurricane will see each other face-to

face for the first time in February. 
The three have been classmates for more 

than a year, but because they are enrolled 
online, have never met. 

MaryEllen Wagstaff, a math specialist for 
Davis School District, enrolled in the online 
Western Governor's University to earn a 
master's degree in learning and technology. 
She quickly hooked up with Katie Gray, of 
Michigan, and Sara Miller, of Mississippi, 
both of whom were also enrolled in education
related programs. 

''We would e-mail papers out to each other," 
Wagstaff said. ''We did weekly chats. It started 
being more of a friendship when things 
started happening in our personal lives." 

The three women ran into many of the 
obstacles nontraditional students face. 

''You have kids, jobs, family - things you 
don't have when you're younger. There's not a 
lot of time/' Wagstaff said. 

The threesome would talk each other out 
of dropping out and encourage each other to 
keep going; they combined efforts on study 
guides and took tests within a couple days of 
each other. 

When Wagstaff first heard about Hurricane 
Katrina, she knew Miller's home in Bay St. 
Louis, Miss., would be hit, but she wasn't too 
worried at first. 

"A few times, three or four times before 
this one even, she would call and say there was 
a hurricane coming," Wagstaff said. 

Miller would tell them where she and her 
husband were taking the 'kids to wait it out, 
and a few days later, life would be back to 
normal, Wagstaff said. 

"It was almost getting to be a regular 
thing," Wagstaff said. 

But it soon became clear that Katrina was 
no "regular'' hurricane. 

It filled Miller's home with 32 feet of water 
and left 4 feet of mud. The family was able to 
evacuate safely to Al~bama, but most of the 

Wagstaff Miller 

Millers' belongings were destroyed, including 
their computer and all of Miller's schoolwork. 

''Luckily, I am one of the most fortunate 
students in the world," Miller wrote in a 
statement. ''When I contacted Katie and 
MaryEllen, they had saved all my papers on 
their computers! They were my saviors." 

Gray and Wagstaff also gathered and sent 
cash and clothes for Miller's children. 

"I really don't think I could have gone on 
without ... Katie and MaryEllen because they 
called constantly and helped me get through," 
Miller said. 

But Wagstaff says, "She gives us more 
credit than we deserve. She did so much to 
help herself. I don't think anyone else would 
have done it. 

"She had nothing at all left." 
Wagstaff said she watched in admiration 

as Miller was able to rebuild her family's life 
from scratch, often by herself because Miller's 
husband is a deputy firefighter who worked 
for weeks straight in the search for bodies. 

''We e-mailed her back what she had so · 
she could just pick up where she had left off," 
Wagstaff said. 

Miller said she almost dropped out but will 
be· able to finish because of the support of her 
friends. She plans to continue work as a potter 
and instructor at George Ohr Museum in 
Biloxi, Miss. Gray enrolled in the online course 
so she could learn more about technology that 
can support programs she teaches. 

Gray and Wagstaff are finished with their 
courses and exams and could have walked in 
the next graduation ceremony. But with Miller 
just a few weeks away from finishing, the two 
decided to wait so they can all receive their 
diplomastogetheL 

The three will meet up at graduation in Salt 
Lake City in February. 

"I'm just really, really excited," Wagstaff 
said. "Our friendship is probably the biggest 
thin " g. 
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