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When a Ship’s Steering Fails, Skilled Work Takes

Over

A New Orleans collision shows how marine crews, mechanics, rescuers, and
investigators respond when a critical system breaks.

A tanker near a dock is shown with its rudder turned as small response boats wait nearby.

Atanker’s steering system failed before it
crashed into a docked cruise ship in New Or-
leans, according to reporting by PBS NewsHour
and the Associated Press. The National Transporta-
tion Safety Board, the federal agency that investi-
gates major transportation accidents, said the
tanker’s rudder stayed turned to starboard, mean-
ing to the right side of the vessel. A rudder is the
underwater steering surface at the back of a ship.
With that steering surface stuck, the 520-foot
tanker veered toward the east bank of the Missis-
sippi River and hit the 300-foot cruise ship about
two minutes later.

The crash matters because large vessels are not
just vehicles; they are moving workplaces. The
tanker had a crew of 19. The cruise ship had 140
passengers and 50 crew members on board. Offi-
cials said 32 people were taken to the hospital, in-
cluding two police officers who were thrown into
the river when the cruise ship rolled. None of the
injuries were described as critical, and six people
remained hospitalized as of Sunday. The cruise
ship capsized, or turned over in the water, in 22
minutes.

For career and technical education, the most im-
portant part of this story may be the work that

started the moment routine operations became an
emergency. On a vessel, the bridge crew handles
navigation, communication, speed, and steering or-
ders. Engineering and maintenance workers keep
systems operating below deck and throughout the
ship. Port workers, police, rescue crews, and pri-
vate vessels can become part of the response
when something goes wrong near a busy riverfront.
In this case, officials said the ship’s data recorder
captured sounds consistent with the whistle, radio
warnings, requests for assistance, commands to
deploy anchors, and emergency ship-handling or-
ders.

A ship’s data recorder is an electronic system that
stores information such as bridge audio and vessel
operations so investigators can reconstruct what
happened. That matters because the first explana-
tion after an accident is often incomplete. The
NTSB’s preliminary finding says the steering failed,
but officials have not yet said why it failed. A steer-
ing system on a large vessel can involve mechani-
cal parts, hydraulic power that uses pressurized
fluid to move heavy equipment, electrical controls,
alarms, and human procedures. Investigators will
have to sort out which parts worked, which did not,
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and what the crew could reasonably do in the time
available.

That is also how many technical jobs work: the visi-
ble failure is not always the root cause. A stuck
rudder could be the final symptom of a problem
that began somewhere else in the system. Good
troubleshooting means checking evidence in order,
not guessing. In a shop, that might mean tracing a
circuit, checking fluid pressure, inspecting a link-
age, reading a fault code, and comparing what the
machine did with what it was supposed to do. On a
ship, the scale is larger and the stakes are higher,
but the habits are familiar: document the problem,
communicate clearly, follow emergency proce-
dures, and preserve evidence.

The hiring side of maritime and port work reflects
that safety culture. Employers in vessel operations,
marine maintenance, terminal work, and emer-
gency response look for people who can do techni-
cal tasks while following procedures exactly. Read-

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.

ing schematics, using radios professionally, under-
standing alarms, maintaining logs, and working un-
der supervision are not “extra” skills in this field;
they are part of the job. So are soft skills that are
not really soft in an emergency: staying calm, using
standard terms, listening to commands, and hand-
ing off accurate information to the next crew.

The investigation will continue. Officials asked peo-
ple with photos or video of the crash to share them
with the NTSB, and the agency expects a prelimi-
nary report within 30 days. The Port of New Or-
leans also filed a federal lawsuit saying the tanker
caused at least $1 million in damage to its terminal,
and a judge gave federal officials control of the ship
for now. Those legal and financial issues will mat-
ter, but the technical question remains central: how
did a steering failure on a working vessel turn into
a collision so quickly, and what can crews, me-
chanics, inspectors, and port operators learn from
the evidence?
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. When a machine failure gives a crew only minutes to react, how should responsibility be divided
among equipment design, maintenance, training, and operator decisions?

2. Should employers in high-risk technical fields prioritize hiring for hands-on mechanical skill,
procedure-following, communication, or calm under pressure? Defend a ranking.

3. What kinds of evidence would be most useful for investigators trying to learn from this crash, and
what evidence might be misleading without context?
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ACROSS DOWN
1 Technical diagrams showing system 2  Turned over in the water
connections and operation 3 Established steps for completing tasks
5 Powered by pressurized fluid to move safely and correctly
heavy equipment 4 Underwater steering surface at a vessel's
8 Electronic device storing operating data rear
for later review 6 Dangerous unexpected situation
9 Information or material used to requiring immediate action
determine what happened 7 Impact when two objects strike each

10 Planning and directing a vessel's route other
and movement
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHour

“Officials say a tanker's steering failed before it crashed into a cruise ship in New Orleans”

Published Sunday, November 15, 2026
Read by us on Monday, November 16, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/officials-say-a-tankers-steering-failed-before-it-crashed-into-a-cruise-ship-in-new-orlea
ns

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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