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Participants may know what program a particular institution offers, but few know how it came into existence; this session explained how distance-based learning programs emerged in four universities and colleges across the US. Discussion revolved around the successes and failures of online education, courses and materials, as well as the identification of tools that make online learning more successful for both student and instructors. Helpful hints regarding program marketing and positioning strategies were also shared. This was an institutional discussion of the how’s and why’s of putting together a successful program for online learning. 

Presenter: Robert T. Berry: Preparing Students for Success
Professor Berry shared lessons learned from his career thus far in distance learning. An instructor at West Carolina University (WCU), the university offers a BSc degree in Emergency and Disaster Management. Nearly all students have at least one online course, where they use Blackboard 9 and WebCT for online learning. Professor Berry discussed issues common to all online instructors, starting off with writing quality: instructors cannot see students’ body language, and students and instructors cannot see or hear each other. As such, the only indicator that instructors have to judge a student by is his/her writing ability, and though writing is a powerful indicator, this presents challenges. If a student cannot speak well, s/he cannot write well; if s/he cannot write well, the more difficult it is to judge their professional ability. This directly impacts interviews – whether a student can express him or herself effectively – and in online courses it’s critical. 

Professor Berry also addressed what students need from professors to be successful. Instructors must teach all students, regardless of learning capacity. Military students might have different needs (i.e. lack of computer time, different writing styles) as compared to other students, so instructors should be prepared to make provisions for all students as deemed necessary. There should be a focus on students’ needs. Instructors should seek to find out specific problems a student has, and make sure to engage them in a way to develop those skills. For students who don’t read or write well, they may say an assignment is too abstract, or the material is too complex. It is the instructor’s duty to identify the students’ learning weaknesses, and to try and correct them. Also important is the development of the online rapport between students and instructor. Professor Berry encourages instructors to generate conversations by having students introduce themselves online. In this way, students have to prove they’re participating and acknowledging each other (and that they are registered). This activity also tells the professor the class mix: of EMTs, nurses, firefighters, businesspeople, police, military, continuing education, etc.

Finally, Professor Berry included some words of wisdom for participants new to distance-based learning. He advised that professors be very specific in what they ask for, in terms of grading, page length, etc, and also to be very specific in what they tell students. It is helpful to give parameters for discussions and papers. Instructors should also be alert for cases of plagiarism. There have been instances of students printing directly off the FEMA website, and also of family members of friends writing in the student’s place. Students need to prove they wrote their submissions. Instructors must make these policies known to students at the beginning of the course, so that they know the rules early on. The APA Guide discusses plagiarism (and the lesser-known personal plagiarism) in great detail. This guide will also help students learn how to cite properly, with appropriate sources (advise students away from Wikipedia). Let them know that they can use personal sources; though if they do, they are to document these interactions as an interview and should cite as such.

Presenter: Dr. Savitt: The Evolution of Distance Learning, and Marketing Development of Distance-Based Programs
Empire State College’s Center for Distance Learning (CDL) has engaged in distance education since the 1980s; first in Fire Services, and starting in 2003 for Emergency Management and Homeland Security. Distance learning has evolved over the years – it started out as a flexible “classroom”, though it still had rigid timelines. In the 1980s, the courses were distance-based as students used FEMA course guides and sent assignments back to the professor via “snail mail”. The course was more synchronous than not: students and professors communicated mostly via phone calls to make appointments for one-on-one discussion. Eventually conference calls with classmates replaced one-on-one phone discussion and the potential for a traditional learning environment emerged. From there the program graduated to a less rigid timing as emailing became possible; conference calling was still used and there was still a need to send back assignments, as attachments were not in existence. Courses also saw more flexible timing within the term structure. Gradually, learning transformed into a more asynchronous, non-linear structure as threaded discussions and individualized learning opportunities became available. Over time the course has seen a transition from distance-based learning to online learning, with students learning via the Angel platform. 

With this transition came issues in course design, delivery and structure. The conversion from face-to-face classroom to online classroom requires thought and effort. Suddenly, forty lectures must be repackaged into five or six modules. Discussion and spontaneous questions take on a different shape: discussions can take weeks, as they are left open on message boards. With regards to delivery, the professor must decide on synchronous, asynchronous, or a blend of the two. The classroom is always open, though the professor should want to provide structure, as with a Monday to Sunday cycle. Also, a learning management system replaces the classroom: professors are using the instructional designer as a partner. There is a need to commit to instructional design resources, with conversion. Course structures present interesting issues as well: problems with lectures and homework evolve – with readings, discussions, and reflections. Students are more active, and they interact with each other. Traditional classrooms have people who will hold back in discussions, however participate online. In an online environment, the instructor becomes a guide, and learning is student-centered. 

Another aspect of distance-based learning that institutions come across is the issue of market development. Distance learning programs must understand to whom they are marketing their courses. From Dr. Savitt’s point of view, there have been several constraints that CDL has encountered:

	1. CDL reaches out across the country and internationally, yet as part of SUNY the primary focus is on New York State.

2. CDL positions itself as the college for working adults, yet the community colleges are a rich source of potential students.

3. Empire State College comprehensively offers Associates, Bachelors, and Masters degrees, but the Fire Services and EM programs are directed at upper-level undergraduates.

4. CDL has been a leader in distance learning, yet it is working to transform some distance-based fire courses into blended learning offerings. (The center is doing this by adding a residency component which would require 3-4 visits per course. NYC Fire & Police especially tend to like this combination). 




In the past, Empire State College advertised in newspapers and via fliers on bulletin boards. There was almost no program-specific marketing as the focus was on building your own degree. There was no geographic-specific marketing, and news of the program was mainly spread word-of-mouth via firehouses. After 2000, the centers, especially CDL, started to develop their own identities and CDL placed more effort on regional outreach. As such, the center heavily relies on print media for advertisements: newspapers, fliers, and billboards. CDL also recognized the need for program-specific efforts: marketing to Fire Services (both civilian firefighters and military personnel) and Emergency Management (emergency managers, police and military personnel). 
CDL has expanded to 10 units across NY State.

Dr. Savitt ended his presentation by sharing a few marketing efforts “lessons learned”. On a positive note, the CDL renewed outreach to community colleges, and there was increased complementarity of fire service, emergency management, and homeland security offerings, especially with regards to leadership development. CDL also increased its presence at trade shows and conferences, and began utilizing its growing alumni network. On a negative note, there is still much reliance on print media for advertising, which can be counterintuitive as this is not where the online audience is. There is little use of other media, like social networks. In the online classroom, students connect only in courses, as there are few opportunities to connect elsewhere. Dr. Savitt warned institutions interested in distance-based learning to look closely at their websites, to ensure that they are clean, not crowded, and that students are able to navigate and obtain relevant information quickly. 
Presenter: Dr. Veal: Auburn University’s Center for Governmental Services: How we got to where we are 
The Emergency Management certification program at the Center for Governmental Services (CGS), a division of Auburn University Outreach, is a product of Hurricane Katrina. There was such widespread interest in responding to the hurricane’s aftermath by citizens, communities, and government agencies, that CGS saw a need to make emergency management part of the center’s community outreach. In 2006, Auburn University hosted the “Conference on Disaster Readiness” where the keynote was given by Ambassador Andrew Young. The conference was received favorably, with sizeable audiences both online and in person at Auburn. Some of the talks were directed at participants thinking about offering emergency management programs, which resulted in the conversation for bringing an emergency management certification program to AU. 
Despite the recent attention brought on by the conference, it was not easy for Auburn University to achieve the emergency management program. Although the university had been providing training since 1976, it was a challenge for CGS to find department leaders interested in carrying the emergency management banner. However, the provost at the time was very interested in seeing academic and online environments come together and embraced the issue of online learning, which was food for thought for the EM advocates. CGS felt there was a natural ally in the Department of Public Administration. In subsequent talks in which mitigation was a focus, they were also successful in bringing on board the community planning department in the university. Resulting from this campus support, a certification program titled “Emergency Management for Government and the Public Sector” was created, as the Center proceeded to support individuals on campus and enroll them in the program. One four-hour course earned students a certificate; after completing five certificates, students earned certification. Students would take the semester-long course, and then they would partner with professors to oversee their final projects. Those enrolled in Public Administration and Business courses find the certification especially beneficial to them upon graduation, as they find it raises the stakes for employment.
Towards the beginning, one problem that the Center encountered was that Auburn University did not have emergency management experts to speak, and students demanded high-level discussion. In turn, the Center contracted with experts around the country – from FEMA, George Washington University, all highly credentialed individuals who would provide needed expertise. CGS was starting to be seen locally, regionally and even nationally as supportive of emergency management. Another issue that arose as the program rolled out regarded marketing. The county commissioner office is the source of the largest emergency management grants; when it came to attracting emergency management individuals interested in continued training, the Center found it difficult to compete with the entrenched Regional Planning Commissions. However, the Center soon found that having the university association, with certificates stamped with the Auburn University seal, was a huge asset. Also, the Center has found it extremely beneficial to network with practitioners, who take the Center’s message to communities stricken by disaster where interest in emergency management training is particularly high. 
Today, when an emergency or disaster occurs, the Center is now asked to host a conference and spear efforts. Currently, the Center is engaging in a national summit around PTSD, an important issue for the military and those recently impacted by tornadoes in the Midwest. The Center was called upon by AU, and even internationally, to provide support, research and talking points for PTSD. In all, it was a slow effort for the Center to get involved with emergency management, and the marketing issue was a sizeable obstacle. However, now that people are embracing the Center, it finds itself providing support on the issue to others – a project with the Suez Canal University is underway – and internally, to the university infrastructure. The Center has found there is constant interest to want to prepare students, and ensure they have real world experience.

Presenter: Professor Maurer: Online Learning at the Metropolitan College of New York
Prior to coming to Metropolitan College of New York (MCNY), Professor Maurer was an instructor in the Business Continuity & Homeland Security certificate program at the Center for Management of the Division of Business and Legal Studies at the New York University School of Continuing and Professional Studies (SCPS). In 1999, there were approximately 10 degree programs, and he had to have headpiece lectures recorded as there was no shelf for faculty. In 2003, the program was redone, and now lectures can be recorded in the professor’s office and they can input their own data into the sessions. 
Moving on from NYU, Professor Maurer co-founded and served as the first director of the Metropolitan College of New York's Master of Public Administration in Emergency and Disaster Management, a 16-month degree requiring completion of 45 credits over four semesters of study. The program was incorporated in 2003, in the aftermath of the 9/11 bombings. As the college was impacted, located ten blocks from the World Trade Center, there was growing interest from the student body in how to address emergency recovery. 
The MPA in Emergency and Disaster Management’s platform for online learning is strict, and classes draw from Management, Public Administration, Public Health, and Health Services departments. Professor Maurer participated in Empire State College’s Center for Distance Learning (CDL) program to familiarize himself with online learning and with using the Angel Learning platform. Even though MCNY is not a residential campus, classroom-based courses are normally used, so with the addition of distance-based learning is was necessary for professors to add another skill set to their caches. 
Regarding platforms, the program left Blackboard behind for Moodle, a more synchronous type of learning experience, which is still currently in use. Moodle is preferred as it encapsulates all the plug-ins, and even with the instructor in Manhattan s/he can be seen live in another classroom. In fact, the program has an agreement whereby NYU films the classes so they can be shared in an international classroom. There are occasional problems using with the platform with Microsoft Explorer, and most times students use Firefox and Opera browsers, though the occasional complaint of being kicked off these are reported as well.  For interactive experiences, Professor Maurer referred to the most animated award won by the City University of New York (CUNY)’s Graduate Center, whose students learn via New Life by creating avatars for the ultimate training in performance enhancement. 
One issue that Professor Maurer has discovered with distance-based learning regards faculty development. Professors must become intimately acquainted with using platform(s), creating and modifying course shells. Once faculty has completed the programming stage, what support is out there if they encounter problems while teaching online? The Empire State College’s CDL program has an advantage in his mind as it employs a regional coordinator to help with distance learning dilemmas.

Looking towards the future, MCNY is now moving towards incorporating Bachelor’s and Associate’s online learning programs for 2013-2014, with four concentrations in which to focus.

In future conference settings, Professor Maurer is interested in discussing how to mentor faculty to measure the performance of students, using the same consistency of grading and/or evaluations. 

Question and Answer:
1. Have many other participants noticed the increase of modern text lingo in course message boards?
Almost all participants have witnessed students relying on text message shorthand (LOL, OMG, IMO, etc.) during class discussions. Message boards are overly dependent on technology. The question needs to be asked: If we lose access to technology, are we incapable of progress? Moving back to the texting shorthand, it was recommended that participants recognize the strengths of technology and use then, while alternatively recognize its weakness and correct those. At the beginning of the course, discourage students from using text message shorthand and penalize if deemed necessary. 

2. In the panel members’ opinions, is the number of higher education emergency management distance learning programs too numerous, or too few?

It depends on what the prospective student is looking for in a program. The professors’ level and content of experience differs, their approaches differ, and the courses offered differ from program to program. The same goes for program quality, as some have better reputations than others. Students and educators alike need to look at the reason for creating the program. Lots of Homeland Security money is available if an institution offers Emergency Management programs, so students should be discerning in evaluating the quality and content of the programs.

3. Should certifications be credit bearing? How should non certification programs be marketed? Is there a national movement towards certified Emergency Managers? What will institutions allow? Can credits be used towards certification in some cases?

These are an extremely complex set of questions. There is a current movement towards establishing an accrediting agency for Emergency Management higher education programs. On the professional side there is the Certified Emergency Manager (CEM), and the NFPA 1600. As emergency management is still a relatively new field, we are setting standards as we speak. The fact that courses don’t have built-in certifications is not a problem, as students and graduates can apply courses towards their CEM. 

It can be difficult for any program, regardless of the field, to sell a skill set. To help students along, have your institution contact the appropriate industry advisory councils and professional associations that you would expect your students to go to. Have students become involved with these organizations – across the public and private sectors – to prepare them for what opportunities and supports are there post-graduation.

4. Are there any features you would like to see in main applications (Blackboard, WebCT, etc.) that aren’t there? How would you propose them, is there a feedback loop where we can speak to vendors?

Participants agreed that, for the most part, talking to vendors is not helpful. There are lots of problems with Blackboard, but telling the vendor that the applications would be more effective by adding or eliminating certain features has not been well received in the past. It was suggested that participants suggest a session addressing this matter for next year’s conference.

5. Could “cheat sheets” for applications (Blackboard and Moodle) be made available to help computer illiterate professors troubleshoot their students’ issues?
There are several “cheat sheets” available (ironically enough) online. The online guide for Blackboard consists of 500 pages, however, and is generally unmanageable. This is the reason why university Information Technology help desks were created, to help provide this information to professors and students alike. Some larger universities have several departments to help the different cohorts: IT tech support, student classroom tech support, and faculty tech support. If the university doesn’t already have a 24/7 helpline in place, put pressure on the IT department to establish one. The instructors are not responsible for solving technical issues; they should direct students to IT if they are having difficulty logging in from remote locations, etc. 
However, it was remarked that if an instructor is willing to teach online, s/he needs to embrace a certain degree of technological savvy. If professors are aware of the applicable technologies, they can have a significant amount of control over an online class. For example, they can lock students out of the course or mix up exams and quizzes, so that no student is taking the same one. 
Regardless, upon student registration, it was recommended that instructors have the university send information via “snail mail” to students detailing the software server requirements needed for the course, and to have them ensure their computers are up to date. In many cases, participants advised students to use Firefox Mozilla browser over Internet Explorer, as students have experienced fewer difficulties with Firefox.
6. Are there any courses in Emergency Management that are inappropriate for an online setting?

Internships can be inappropriate for online settings. Otherwise, course designers have been careful to include real-world experiences into the programs. Many programs have been using WebEOC for interactive exercises. Another mentioned using Second Life to create avatars and to simulate an EOC environment to conduct varying exercises, though a participant cautioned against it as it requires a large amount of time for orientation to the program.

Participant Comments: 

Access

· Rural communities continue to be totally out of the loop in regards to distance-based education. For the next conference, there should be a session or discussion on finding a way to be inclusive.

· With more cities and towns putting computers in public areas and wireless access in communities, new customers to online learning can be expected nationwide.

Communication

· Participants discussed the limitations of BlackBoard for communication purposes. There are some instructors that use BlackBoard solely, and others that use it to augment face-to-face classes. Participants discussed the importance of communication and in particular Question and Answer sessions (for student-to-student and also student-to-professor). There are several online capabilities to facilitate webcam conversations real time. One example was SKYPE tabletop, a free peer-to-peer platform.
· At the end of the course, don’t forget to have students give you feedback to critique the course and exercises. 

Program Development
· There is something all participants thinking of developing an online program need to be aware of: According to US Department of Education regulations (created last year specifically for online programs), the institution needs to acquire state approval from every state a student resides in for their online program. University registration should deal with this, not the professor. However it is something all participants need to be aware of. 
Technologies
· The use of social media in emergency management arose numerous times during discussion, i.e. leveraging Twitter during real-time emergencies. There were two social media sessions during the conference, and participants were referred to those sessions. It was remarked, however, that some social media platforms simply don’t work in the classroom or are not appropriate. For example, although some instructors have tried to incorporate it, Facebook as an educational tool simply is not appropriate.
All online learning platforms have strengths and weaknesses, and they were all designed for an educational environment. Social media isn’t designed for this. Unless you as an agency create your own media, it will be a tough sell to apply it properly to your class. 

Furthermore, for technology to be used, it has to be used effectively. One example of this was in South Africa, where some instructors taught students by Smartphone. There are resource strapped countries using social media in different ways, and case studies are starting to emerge in terms of emergency management. 

· There are reports of students buying software programs to help them with APA Referencing. There is huge fraud potential here, costing students significant money. Tell students to beware these products, and that they could end up undermining their education. 
· If participants have yet to visit GordonHomeland .com, it is a homeland security website with a variety of resources – articles, presentations, etc. – for both instructors and students.  Participants have used the site to find archived programs from C-SPAN, homeland security conferences, and congressional testimony, and to utilize the site’s streaming sources. (Also look at GordonPublicAdministration.com).

· If instructors are interested in incorporating ESRI’s ArcGIS into their course, WebEOC has the capability to approve your program for ArcGIS use.
· Refer students to Smartthinking.com, a fee-for-service, one-on-one tutoring website
· If needed, remind students and other professors that they can purchase a temporary six-month SPSS license for use during data analysis.
