Attachment 1: Overview of Class Exercises

Author:  Edward J. Kaiser, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

This attachment presents guidelines to help the instructor devise four substantial student exercises for the course.   There is one exercise for each of the four parts of the course.  Each exercise is designed to be the major assignment for that part of the course, though of course they do not preclude an instructor from making other homework assignments or giving quizzes and examinations to motivate reading and studying and to evaluate student understanding of subject matter.

The purpose of the exercises is to challenge students to apply the course material to policy issues in a specific community. The exercises engage students in solving problems while the lectures and readings provide the underlying framework from which to work. In wrestling with application of concepts and principles to a real community facing a real hazard situation, students face questions that normally do not otherwise come up in readings, lectures, and general discussions.   In responding to that challenge, students learn more deeply and understand more fully than is the case when they merely read, listen, and discuss those concepts. Furthermore, the exercises simulate tasks similar to those involved in making a mitigation plan in practice.  Thus they provide a type of experiential learning and build students’ confidence in themselves as policy analysts and planners.  The completed reports also reward student efforts with a tangible product.

The four exercises are as follows:

Exercise One: 
“Describe the Public-Private Community Building Process and its Institutional Components in <name of the community assigned by the instructor>, Particularly as They Relate Creating or Lessening Vulnerability of the Community to Natural Hazards.”  This exercise accompanies Part I of the course, “The Legacy of Vulnerability and Vision of Resilience.”  Students work in 3-4 person learning teams to make a written report and oral presentation.

Exercise Two: “Describe How Hazards and Mitigation are Perceived and How Hazard Mitigation Works in <that same community>and Suggest Opportunities to Incorporate Hazard Resilient Community Principles.”  This exercise accompanies Part II of the course, “Managing Change to Build Hazard Resilient Communities.”  Students continue to work on the same learning teams they participated in for exercise one, and again make a written report and oral presentation..

Exercise Three: “Assess Specific Strategies and Tools for Application in <name of the community>.”  This exercise accompanies Part III of the course, “Using Community Building Tools to Mitigate Hazards.”  Students work individually on this exercise, each student being assigned different mitigation measures to investigate, but the intent is to build a knowledge resource base that all the learning teams can use in exercise four to follow.  Students produce written reports that can be assembled into a resource notebook for exercise four.

Exercise Four:
“Devise, Present, and Defend a Hazard Mitigation Strategy to Address a Specific Hazard Situation in <name of community>.” This exercise parallels Part IV of the course, “Creating Resilience,” Students work in the same learning teams they were on for exercises one and two to produce both a written strategy report and make an oral presentation.

The exercises are designed to be cumulative.  That is, each exercise builds on the explicit findings as well as the general understanding gained from previous exercises.

Choosing the Community or Communities to Be Addressed in the Exercises

The instructor should choose a community close by and easily accessible to the students.  There should be officials and stakeholder representatives should be willing to spend time on the project.  It might help if the community can actually use the student’s reports as a first cut to addressing an issue already on the community’s agenda.  Ideally, the community should be fairly small and the hazards situations fairly straightforward, so as not to overwhelm the students with complexity.

The drafts of the exercises below are written as though the class will be working in a single community.  However, it is possible to assign two or even three communities if the class is sufficiently large, though this is not recommended the first time an instructor teaches the course.  Increasing the number of communities broadens the experience potential for students as they hear about the situations in communities in addition to the one they themselves are studying,  how classmates are assessing the situation in those communities, and how different situations call for different strategies.  At the same time, the logistics for instructor and students are multiplied.

Using Learning Teams

The exercises are based on students working together in small learning teams. Teams consist of three to four students.  Four students to a team is the desired maximum; five students teams do not work as well.   There should not be more than six teams in a class, however.  When there are more than six teams, the class presentations become tedious and each team’s presentation time becomes insufficient within the 75-minute class period.  Also there will be no time for questions and discussion, and the learning that occurs that way.

It is best for the instructor to assign students to teams rather than allowing students to self-select their partners.  The instructor may wish to hand out a questionnaire on the first day of class asking each student to identify his or her potential team working skills.  The instructor can then distribute the different strengths among teams.  The questionnaire might ask the student to self-assess his or her skills in analysis and investigation, writing and editing, making oral presentations, chairing and organizing, and thinking creatively, as well as specific computer skills such as spreadsheets, graphics, and desk-top publishing.   It might also ask about experience or prior relevant coursework.  For example, experience or courses in local government, emergency management or hazards mitigation, planning, engineering, and the like is relevant and the instructor might want to distribute such experience among teams.   Finally, the questionnaire might also ask for names of classmates the student would like to work with and suggest that students come to the instructor in confidence to name any person they would not like to work with, no questions asked.

The exercises can be used to help students develop their team working skills over the course of the semester.  It helps if the instructor devotes explicit attention to team operating procedures, roles, and skills in class from time to time.   Students need encouragement in trying out specific rules for working in groups, and for rotating through various roles such as chair, recorder, presenter, and follow-through assessor as suggested in the team working readings below.  In addition, the instructor may devise ways for students to give gentle feedback to one another and provide opportunities for teams to discuss difficulties and alternatives in the way they operate.

Students may have little or not experience working on learning teams when they enter this course.  The instructor may wish to assign readings such as those on the following list early in the semester to help students build effective teams, improve their team work skills, and make effective presentations:

Ash. 1982. “Working with Small Groups,” in Dandekar, ed., The planner’s Use of Information. Chap 5; pp. 105-124.

Bradford (ed.). 1978. Group Development. 2nd edition. Pp.4-12, 52-61, 62-78.

Graham Gibbs. 1993. Learning in Teams: A Student Guide.  Oxford Centre for Staff Development, Oxford Brookes University, Gipsy Lane, Headington, Oxford  OX3 0BP, England.

American Planning Association.  Planning Advisory Service Report 453. Presentation Graphics.

Modifying the Exercises

The instructor will want to adapt the draft exercises to his or her course objectives and students.  For example, the instructor may expand or compress the scope of governmental functions and policy areas to be examined, the types of hazard information to be collected and analyzed, the range of stakeholder perspectives to be explored, or the particular hazard situations to be evaluated and addressed by policy recommendations.  He or she can adjust the oral, visual, and written formats for student reports, degree of direct participation by community officials and residents, and the like.  The instructor may wish to provide quite detailed instructions to help the student, including forms to be filled out and specific sources of certain information to be collected.

Using Exercises and the Specific Community Situation as Illustrations in Class

The exercises and the communities to which they apply become a common resource shared by all the students and instructor and are therefore readily available and relevant for use in the classroom.  The idea is for the students and instructor to be working collaboratively to improve student understanding of concepts and issues and their ability to perform the types of tasks called for in the exercise.  There is nothing wrong with using class time to explore the challenges students are wrestling with in the exercise, or with using the exercise to illustrate ideas from, and objectives of, the lectures and readings.  Also, the questions raised in students’ minds as they address the exercise make excellent discussion questions for the classroom.   The instructor might even anticipate some of those questions, or plant them, by raising them in class for discussion and as a way to offer guidance or opinion.

Participation by Community Officials or Stakeholder Representatives

The exercises offer a medium for providing students with access to governmental officials involved in emergency management and hazard mitigation and to citizens and interest groups affected by the risk of natural hazard events.   It can even be an opportunity to bring those people into the classroom in a manner that makes it easier for them to participate in the students’ learning process.   For example, they can expand on the various facets of the problem the students are addressing; elaborate on community values involved in policy choices; form a realistic panel of responders to student reports.  Thus instructors are encouraged to ask officials, interest group representatives, and citizens to participate in the course as “clients” for student reports, as sources of information and insight about the situations being analyzed, as team advisors, and/or as evaluators of student conclusions and recommendations.  The instructor might want to consult formally with community officials while designing exercises and preparing the course, to tailor the exercises to the specific situation in the community and to produce reports that are most useful to the community, within the objectives of the course and the abilities of students. 

Concluding Remarks

Instructors should caution students that the exercises entail considerable out-of-class time.  The instructor should advise students to complete a draft of each component of an exercise as it is discussed in class and not wait until the last several days before the assignment is due.  In fact, instructors may want to require drafts of parts of each report on intermediate deadline dates, not for grading purposes, but to provide fast informal feedback and ensure that students are keeping up.

We recommend that exercises one, two and four include brief oral reports, supported by visual aids, as well as written reports.  Presentations provide excellent, if initially nervous, experience to students in a situation that can be designed to simulate community policymaking.  The presentations can be given at simulated community meetings, with other students playing the roles of community officials and groups.  The presentations also provide a way for students to see how other teams addressed the same challenges their own team faced. They can also observe instructor and possible community representatives’ responses to oral presentations.  

A final thought.  The exercises can make the course more rewarding for the instructor.  You get to watch students develop a sense of the richness and challenge of hazard mitigation planning and are able to help them build their analytical, creative, and communication skills.  You can illustrate concepts with immediate examples from the exercise community.  Each new class, and each new application community, brings to bear a different combination of issues and abilities, and you see newly creative responses to the challenge posed by the exercises.

