REMARKS BY PROFESSOR JOE VARNER FOR THE FEMA/DHS CONFERENCE ON HIGHER EDUCATION, 8 JUNE 2004
Ladies and Gentlemen, Colleagues, Mr. Chairman,

I want to say at the outset of my remarks that they are my own views and do not represent the views of the Government of Canada or my employer the Honourable J. Michael Forrestall and the Conservative Party of Canada.  

It is a great honour to be here with you today at this great campus that contributes so much to the well being of the United States and to the education of brave emergency response personnel at all levels of government. I thank you for this opportunity to speak today about on-line higher learning in the emergency management and protection of critical infrastructure field. 

It is a very humbling feeling to be surrounded by so many distinguished experts in the field of emergency management and the protection of critical infrastructure. You know in Canada the definition of an “expert” is “someone who comes from a far.” Which reminds me of the story of Queen Victoria’s foreign policy expert. This not being a foreign policy conference I feel inclined to tell the story. Back in 1880 Queen Victoria’s government was having a difficulty of sorts with a South American state. The Queen became distraught and then angry and directed Her Majesty’s Government to dispatch her foreign policy expert to South America. 

A messenger was immediately sent to White Hall and within an hour the foreign policy expert was bound for South America via fast steam ship. Being a good English gentleman he test-tasted scotch, fine wine and great quantities of port and woke up to find himself in port. He immediately dressed and went to the nation’s capital building. When he arrived before him was an expansive great hall with music playing in the background and a lovely vision in red standing directly across from the foreign policy expert. The foreign policy expert walked straight across the hall to the vision in red and asked boldly “may I have this dance? The vision in red said, “No you may not.” The vision in red said, “First the music you are now hearing is our national anthem. Second, I do not dance. And third, I am the papal representative to Montevideo. “

I am not an expert on education. I am a practicing member of the national security community in Canada and a part-time professor. Thus my thoughts are my accumulated biases on distance education and higher learning. 

I am a member of the faculty at the American Public University System a private, proprietary, degree-granting learning community comprised of three member institutions: American Public University; American Military University and; American Community College. We offer a non-traditional, distance education system using the most current technology to deliver personal, individualized instruction. We serve members of the national security community and other scholars in the public and private sectors who seek a rigorous program of higher education that is responsive to their individual needs. We focus our efforts on motivated first-time, continuing, and returning adult learners and working professionals who seek self-directed professional growth and personal development in a way that accommodates and enhances their other commitments to life and work. 

In essence, we are an institution of higher learning geared towards mature students and we utilize a computer based distance education approach to provide for their learning needs.

Our mission statement says that, “we will continue to experiment with new approaches to higher education delivered at a distance that are consistent with a world-class academic institution.” I believe that there are things at American Public University system that we do very well. 

What we are doing in well in my humble opinion is what all universities are supposed to do, and what some universities no longer do, and that is to equip our students in such a manner as they can go out in the world in their profession and search for the “truth.” The search for truth was the medieval idea of a university community and that is what I believe we are doing with our distance learning programmes. I can well remember one of my professors warning colleagues that universities were becoming more about ‘jumping’ through ‘academic hoops’ than searching for truth as illustrated in the “PhD Trap.” 
In my courses my goal is to teach my topic area, develop in my students a certain base of knowledge, coupled with excellent writing and sound research skills. These are the keys that will allow them to search for truth.  My department heads, Professors Bob Jaffin and Terry Douglas have given me the latitude and direction to get my students through. I have considerable academic freedom to develop and teach my courses. In fact, we are probably more rigorously assessed than our counter parts in traditional universities and on a yearly basis to ensure that we meet the criteria to ensure our institution’s accreditation. 

For the sake of simplicity, I believe that we can identify three overall challenges to the successful provision of distance education courses. We are challenged by technical issues and technology, by our students, and by our own ability ‘to think outside the box’ and to be innovative.

First, the technologies of chat room, newsgroup postings, and e-mail can satisfy most of the interaction needs with students but not all. Some students still need to hear a voice when they are stressed. Students can find themselves deployed all over the world in many different time zones, making it virtually impossible to find a time to discuss topics as a class, which I grant, is the best part of the student learning experience.  So, if you want to offer distance education courses to adults in the national security community, you had better be able to roll with the punches.  There are always students who cannot meet deadlines and who need extensions.

The electronic classrooms provide professors and students with excellent organizational and management processes to help the learning experience but the computer system can go down the night before an exam or marks are due and cause more confusion than a ‘skunk at a barbeque.’ The search for truth can quickly be stalled by a poor internet connection and halted indefinitely by a computer crash. 

Blooms Taxonomy of Cognitive Objectives has in my opinion been an excellent framework from which to build learning objectives and to write detailed student course guides that at the end of the day form the contract between the student and my university. But these detailed lesson plans are time consuming to develop and due to the fact that the courses often involve web-based articles to supplement or replace major text readings mean enormous efforts must be made to find updated or out dated web links. 

Since our courses in many cases are based on articles from our on-line research center or library or are from other think tanks and universities, some of our courses are cutting edge. We are in fact sometimes in danger of leaving what is the academic view for the highly professional or highly subjective approach to modern public safety problems. We are teaching courses on homeland security topics that were likely not even considered suitable for university study at the Bachelor or Graduate level less than four years ago.  But September 11th took us to the very edge of what some have called a new security paradigm. New or old paradigm, the body of knowledge has grown, it has been collated with new interest and in a very short time. Thus, there are challenges in being on the cutting edge.

Distance education courses also present challenges to both foreign students who might not have English as their first language and professors who are trying to teach topics almost exclusively geared to American needs. It can be difficult at the best of times to find text materials for any class. On the other hand if you are outside the United States it can become a real challenge to ingenuity. Distance learning institutions must have, as we do at American Public University System, an unparalleled level of service from their bookstores. Professors must be able to get texts on very short notice anywhere in the world and students must be able to get texts from Norway to South Korea along the DMZ.  

Second, the student can provoke challenges typical to any university learning environment. At American Public University System we are lucky in this regard because the great advantage of teaching in the emergency management/ protection of critical infrastructure field through distance education to members of the national security community is the caliber of dedicated, highly motivated, professionals with a drive to learn that we get every day as students. In my opinion very few people ever leave the military community without being able to read and to write concisely.  Even our under graduates are driven toward their own goal, quite often because they have a family goal and most of my students are married with children. 

The fact that we are dealing with an extremely mature student body does not mean that we are robbed of the trials and tribulations of student problems. Our students go to war zones overseas, suffer separation or fear of failure anxiety, divorce, loss of loved ones, and medical problems from pregnancy to “I need an extension because I have a tumor.” Our students have all the same virtues and vices that their younger counter parts have in the traditional university setting. They have the same dreams about succeeding in life. But our students are much more highly motivated and disciplined because they have to succeed without having to be physically in class three times a week.  Thus, they require great encouragement.  There are in fact many challenges to teaching distance education courses and student services are just one of them. 

Third, there is a challenge for instructors and institutions to find innovative ways to deliver distance learning programmes.  There are also incredible rewards. I always wanted the opportunity to teach, and American Public University System has given me that opportunity. I have found that there are no biases. Students are faceless. They are in fact graded upon their work ethic and ability to perform not any other issue that might alter the human mindset. I have to say that I am always amazed by the intelligence and research interests of my students, again most of the topics are on the cutting edge of our field. Sometimes they are well ahead of their instructors in specific knowledge to a narrow topic. 

My teaching experience has provoked me to think back to my learning experiences at Acadia University in the beautiful Annapolis Valley of Nova Scotia.  Acadia has one of the best reputations in Canada and has constantly been ranked in the top three under graduate universities by MacLean’s Magazine.   My university experiences both good and bad have provoked in me an interest in trying to pass some of those learning experiences on to my students. To do that over the internet is no small challenge, so we must be innovative. I would like to think that some of my favorite Military and Strategic Studies professor, Dr. Dowdy’s best traits were passed along to his students. In turn, I would like to pass those good traits, gifts if you will, to my students.  Dr. Dowdy had talked about developing an annual edited work on strategic studies based upon student’s writings. It was innovative thinking. Professor Bob Jaffin and I have had similar talks about our ability through our students to consider the publication, electronic or otherwise of an annual edited work that would demonstrate to our community as a whole our student’s caliber and success and that would add to the body of knowledge of our rapidly changing security paradigm and environment. This would allow our students to leave their programmes published authors with a degree of expertise in their field.  We have also talked about incorporating courses like the FEMA distance learning courses to fulfill lab requirements. Thus, in addition to completion of the course one requirement might be the successful completion of a FEMA course as a lab.  

At the end of the day, the mark of our success will be where our students go from American Public University and if they reach the heights of their dreams and find that “truth” in the classical sense that would fulfill their institution’s high expectations.  Thank you!
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