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2nd Round of Wednesday, June 6th, Afternoon Breakout Session

“Getting New Collegiate Emergency Management Programs Started: Upper Division & Graduate Levels


Presenters at this afternoon breakout session included: Mr. Michael J. O’Connor Jr., Joan D. Barrax, Ph.D., Lloyd Burton, Ph.D. and Mr. Bill Newmann. In addition to presenting, Mr. Michael J. O’Connor Jr. served as this session’s moderator. Dr. Barrax was introduced first and presented “Steps in Developing an Emergency Management Program at Shaw University.”

During her presentation, Dr. Barrax first explained the necessity of researching emergency management programs at other institutions, in addition to the FEMA Higher Education Website. During this preliminary phase, Dr. Barrax attended FEMA conferences to be current in the body of knowledge and practices. The next step for Dr. Barrax was reviewing the credentials of faculty on the Shaw University campus. In addition to faculty members that were found to be interested in teaching emergency management courses, Dr. Barrax also included community agencies with emergency management expertise to form an advisory committee. This committee aided Dr. Barrax in researching the potential pool of likely applicants for the program by conducting a needs assessment. An analysis of the needs assessment followed and indicated which agencies were interested in teaching at the undergraduate level, the graduate level, and whether or not agencies were available to provide internships for students. Lastly, possible courses were identified and developed with Dr. Wayne Blanchard’s assistance. Once this step was completed, the proposal was prepared for the new degree program for submission to the Dean’s Council for approval. Dr. Barrax explained that the hardest part of the process was “dealing with the politics in higher education.” In addition, Dr. Barrax explained that sources of funding were “next to nothing, but FEMA offers many resources free of charge.” Once the program is put into place, Dr. Barrax discussed the necessity of ongoing recruitment, mailings to prospective students, the ongoing search for qualified faculty, and seeking scholarship funds for enrollees. After these closing remarks, Dr. Barrax turned over the podium to Mr. Michael J. O’Connor Jr.


Mr. Michael J. O’Connor presented on behalf of The State University of New York (SUNY) Canton College of Technology. Mr. O’Connor explained that all courses were available online and that he serves as the school’s first and only faculty member. Starting out with merely eight students, 400 students now are enrolled in the criminal justice program alone (along with approximately 2,400 other students enrolled in twenty other various majors). Mr. O’Connor discussed that his online courses follow a “tight seven week format where exams are offered for a twenty-four hour period, and then shut down automatically.” The course organization consists of two mid-terms, along with a final exam worth fifty points. Mr. O’Connor allows his students the opportunity to obtain “built-in” points by offering 1,250 points and then calculating grades on a maximum 1,000 point scale. Students know exactly what they will be graded on because Mr. O’Connor e-mails out grading rubrics attached to every assignment. Mr. O’Connor utilizes online FEMA articles, video clips and the Wiley texts as resources. ArcView GIS and HAZUS are also covered course materials. Currently, Mr. O’Connor feels that a lack of student-faculty interaction exists, in addition to a lack of emergency management course electives. After closing remarks, Mr. O’Connor turned over the podium to Dr. Lloyd Burton.

Dr. Lloyd Burton presented on behalf of the University of Colorado at Denver and Health Sciences Center. Dr. Burton discussed that his efforts in developing an online higher education program “combined looses ends” that already existed within the University. Dr. Burton made it clear that he did not first approach the school’s administration to get this project underway. Instead, he “flew under the administration’s radar” by consulting with University faculty to piece together similar research interests. The end result was not to create a new degree program. Instead, Dr. Burton sought to create a concentration within pre-existing degree programs. Dr. Burton formed an executive committee consisting of senior management authority in Colorado (FEMA Region VIII Director, the Public Health Director, and the Director of Public Safety within Colorado) in order to obtain their advice and support for funding. Dr. Burton noted that it was beneficial to examine “different institutions which offered different opportunities, which operated under a different structure.” After these closing remarks, Dr. Burton turned over the podium to Mr. Bill Newmann.

Mr. Bill Newmann represented the L. Douglas Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs at the Virginia Commonwealth University. Mr. Newmann explained the inability of students to move to Richmond, in part, resulted in the creation of the school’s online program. Although out of state tuition still applies, students gain the experience of taking part in a table top exercise during their course studies. Other essential elements of each course include: research papers, formal class presentations, leading on-line discussions, evaluation of government policy, a focus on natural hazards and terrorist threats, and an emphasis on communication skills, highlighting the need for interagency and intergovernmental coordination in both the private and public sectors. Mr. Newmann discussed the difficulties he encountered with the University’s Business School and School of Engineering in developing “shared” courses dealing with emergency management. Mr. Newmann explained that it is important for “the successful graduate to understand the political impediments to preparedness.” After these closing remarks, Moderator Michael O’Connor Jr. opened up the floor for questions from the audience members.

During this phase of the breakout session, the issue of minority population needs was presented to the panelists. The thought was generated that “Some persons may not have food to eat for tomorrow, let alone a three week supply during an imminent disaster situation.” Dr. Barrax informed the audience that at Shaw University, minority special needs classes dealing with non-English speaking and illiterate students did exist. The role of faith based organizations and “understanding cultural competency” was examined by Dr. Burton. Later, discussion regarding student internship opportunities surfaced. The panelists offered to the audience that it was very important for students to get certifications, gain experience from volunteering with the Red Cross, and take Public Information Officer Classes – when made available. It was explained that some universities offer an option for a student to conduct a thesis in place of performing an internship (either paid or unpaid). The audience was also instructed that it was important for educators not to lose the connections between theory and education to real-life experiences on the ground. The concluding statement, from Mr. Michael O’Connor was, “As educators, it is our duty to let emergency response agencies know that we have a cadre of students that are ‘useable’ in the workplace.”
