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Faking It?

As the area of Emergency Management study grows and blossoms as a new discipline, those in the educational arena are faced with various internal and external issues and dilemmas. The process of establishing a new discipline leaves those involved feeling unsure and concerned if what they are doing is the right or the best practice. They tend to feel that they are just “muddling through” in the beginning in order to establish a new area of study, where information is extracted from various bodies of knowledge and merged together into a discipline. Discussing these issues is the reason for discussion at this session.

First, there is concern with issues of validity, how do we prove ourselves in academia? Validity is critical to our success as a discipline. Second, who assesses that validity and who should it be? Third, “What has identity got to do with it?” There is great concern about the identity of Emergency Management, “whether it is clear to others and whether it is clear to ourselves,” Carol stated. Lastly, how does professionalization fall into all of this? It was discussed how a program is only as strong as its graduates and how those graduates go out into the community, representing these programs. Producing strong, knowledgeable and professional graduates adds to the school, as well as the discipline’s validity. These issues apply to all levels of Emergency Management education.
Internal Validity Issues-Within the Institution
Trying to address validity issues of the Emergency Management discipline is very challenging. Most of the programs are beginning in established disciplines, such as sociology and anthropology. Emergency Management does not have the large body of knowledge and research that these other disciplines have. It is a new area of study that is quickly growing, but it takes time and we are building that knowledge and research. 
Working with other faculty at the institution is necessary to build the program. When a new area of study moves in, some of the faculty may feel their programs or resources are “threatened.”   You may have other disciplines offering how to integrate their discipline into your program, even though they really didn’t know what it was all about. Until the discipline is more established, this may be what has to be done.
Another issue with establishing internal validity is the lack of specifically trained Emergency Management faculty. With the area being so new, as well as programs being so new, one-third of these programs do not have full time faculty. It is a challenge to determine who the experts are and which are appropriate for the program. Defining the scope of Emergency Management programs can also be very challenging and there could be some concern with “turf battles” with other disciplines, while trying to establish the programs.
Internal Validity Issues- With the Students

We have to accept that this is a new program and students may be hesitant to jump in to such a new area. With such, there can be much changing and redefining of the program or “growing pains” that can be very exciting and /or very painful. One of the issues is coordinating the program knowledge and requirements with the hiring world, to ensure that you are producing marketable, hirable graduates. 

“EM overarching concepts do not change, but rules, regulations, policies, procedures and organizational structures are a moving target.” Policies and frameworks change frequently and the information taught from one year to the next may differ. Students may feel unsure that they are learning what they need to know to succeed. Faculty have to decide what information is most appropriate to teach but don’t “over saturate them with details that may change by the time they graduate,” Stacy stated.
Most practitioners and educators began in another discipline and “bridged into” Emergency Management. It may be an issue for students to lend credibility to educators that came from another discipline. Bringing practitioners in Emergency Management in to teach may challenge the guidelines of the facility, because they may not have the degrees needed and not be interested in pursuing them. Students may not be familiar with what Emergency Management is and what can be done with it. It has been found that the field is much larger and broader than expected, providing graduates with many options.
External Validity Issues-Within the Practitioner Community

Faculty credibility is also an issue externally and it depends on the applicants and choosing a candidate with the right blend of practitioner experience and the credentials needed to become a faculty member. Similarly, curriculum credibility in an area that is so new is also an issue. Continued changes in the field add to this issue. A process that Stacy discussed is a practitioner advisory board. This is a group that meets with the faculty biannually to discuss the program and change or fine tune what is being taught, to fit better with the jobs that these students may seek. This moves into partnering with the practitioner community, which is essential to a program’s success. Developing internship programs that are well rounded in various areas is part of this. It is very important that the students understand the value of these experiences and that they represent the field and the institution. In these areas, how they present themselves can affect their future marketability. Internships are where they can make or break there reputations.  Emergency Management is still a small community that maintains strong communication network. Students’ reputations, good or bad, will follow them.
External Validity Issues-Within the EM Higher Ed Community

These are some of the questions that come up and they are rhetorical in nature.

Whose base discipline is most appropriate?

Whose credentials are more appropriate?

Whose faculties are more credible?

Whose students are more credible?

Where We Are Today, FEMA Higher Education Project

This project has been in existence for 14 years and provides guidance for the discipline. It is a wonderful, multidisciplinary resource that acts as a collaborative platform for information sharing. It provides and promotes connectivity in the way of networking and community building. It also provides educational resources in the way of self study programs and updated information on the website. Dr. Blanchard does an excellent job in keeping subscribers updated on current happenings in the area, by sending out the Higher Education updates with highlights from various areas. The Higher Education Project also collaborates to present their issues and interests on a federal level.

Where Are We Today: Professional Boundaries

The recently approved document, “Emergency Management: Definition, Vision, Mission, Principles” helps to provide an identity for Emergency Management. It is a one page document that is easy to read and gives guidance for all programs. The principles are very simple, but have global application to the discipline. It gives Emergency Management an identity and adds to our cohesiveness. It also empowers us more as a community, to grow and define ourselves as a discipline. With this document as well comes integrity. It provides us with accountability and a sense of responsibility for our practice.
Where We Are Today: Accreditation

There are various processes in getting a program established and accreditation adds to external validity. This process is not always what you might expect. As Stacy indicated in her case, it was a matter of going through the motions and 10-year accreditation is granted. FoHE accreditation is very valuable to our community. It makes the program more credible to the outside, but often the struggle for credibility is more on the inside of the institution among programs and peers. It is a timely process. Some of the discussion was related to accreditation as being a “stamp” and does not always mean quality, and how can the job market determine which is a good program.
Where We Are Today: Practitioner Linkages

FEMA really understands the importance of Higher Education, because they are seeing the results of the programs and the strength of the Emergency Management community. Individual program linkages relate back to the previous discussion of building internships and relationships with your community. In that effort, you are better able to evaluate the job market needs and establish the program’s reputation in the community.

IAEM’s training and education committee developed the following as a goal: “Exploration of a system to validate the 120 post-secondary EM degree and certificate programs across the US and internationally.” The discussion focused around using the word “validate” and how that might be phrased differently. The goal is believed to be well intended, but may be interpreted differently by practitioners versus academics. The importance of having guidelines and standards for the various level programs is understood.

Steps to Strengthen Validity

(The following quotations were taken from the power point presentation)

Emergency Management programs are difficult to start. You need to take ownership in “the program’s identity and make no apologies”. These programs are still very young in a new, changing and evolving field. Every program will not be the same. It is important for programs to “recognize that the spectrum of emergency management is broadening to include a much broader focus area and more diverse career opportunities”. These graduates move on to many different areas other than government and the programs need to work with that to help programs expand and meet the needs of the students and the community.
Another step is to “recognize that we, the EM community, are coalescing, and in doing so creating greater power for the profession and hence the discipline.” You have to believe in your program. It is also important to “recognize that the emergency management higher education community adds value and has helped to bolster the identity of emergency management.” Programs need to “understand that partnering with the practitioner community is important, but understand the equal importance of academic autonomy.” This is not an easy balance to maintain. To follow that “recognize that while the field should inform and partner with higher education and vice-versa, both the field and higher education need to maintain some level of autonomy to remain credible.” We need to foster broad and critical thinking as it applies to the practical side of emergency management.
“Recognize that by virtue of being a program in a higher education system you are already validated as credible-additional approval is not necessary to validate your program.” Believe in your program, you are credible! You need to understand and “recognize that strength in the field adds to strength in academia and vice-versa.”

Finally, you can “measure your program’s success by your students’ success!” This is why we do what we do.
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