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On August 29, 2005, Ms. Sandra Speer learned a lesson that changed her life forever. She woke up at her evacuation site to the news that the wrath of Hurricane Katrina had washed away her home, her business, and everything she owned. She realized in that instant that life could end in a split second, and if she had dreams she wanted to make come true, she had no time to waste. Little did she know that she was also going to learn the hard way how important responder organizations and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) are, when natural disasters destroy lives or whole communities. Ms. Speer’s remembers being in a fog after hearing the announcer offer FEMA’s toll-free number for all survivors of Hurricane Katrina. Before she had a chance to cry, she felt her hand dialing the number, soon hearing a voice of kind assistance instructing her on how to survive.

Today, Ms. Speer can honestly say that she is living the lesson she learned on that day. The tears of her mother and children were actually a relief for her to hear because the sound assured her that they were alive, as she heard reports of young and old that did not have their lives to rebuild. Once she was able, with FEMA’s and other responder organizations’ help, Ms. Speer knew that she could not put off striving for her dream.

Prior to Hurricane Katrina, Ms. Speer had lived through many personal traumatic experiences. She worked as a broadcaster, public speaker, and marketing consultant for 20+ years. With a pit of fear in her body, she remembers being told that it was her time to reach for the stars. She began the pursuit of her dream by acquiring her master’s degree and is now working toward a Ph.D. in public safety at Capella University. The dedicated staff and professors work closely with each student to ensure his/her success. Capella University is an accredited online university that offers certificates, bachelor’s, master’s, and Ph.D. degrees in Public Safety. The extensive public safety and criminal justice education Ms. Speer is acquiring is the key to her success in achieving her dream of helping survivors of all types learn that they can make it through anything.

Many months ago, Ms. Speer received an e-mail from one of her instructors, asking if Ms. Speer minded her nominating her for the E392, Higher Education Conference. Of course, shocked and complimented that her instructor had taken the time to see how dedicated she is, Ms. Speer immediately accepted the nomination. The next proud day came when she received her welcome letter. At first, when she saw the return address, she thought of all the mail she had received with that familiar return FEMA emblem, until she opened the letter to read that she had been accepted. For a few days, Ms. Speer was on a cloud. She did not think that she was actually working toward her dream coming true until she read that letter.

As Ms. Speer proceeds with her doctorate, she is learning that there may never be a day that she knows everything that FEMA does. She can only hope to be a part of FEMA’s growth. Having been a survivor of Hurricane Katrina, she is able to honestly say that she knows how important all components of the National Incident Management System and the National Response Framework are to individuals striving to survive any type of critical incident. Ms. Speer hopes to learn how she can become a part of FEMA’s efforts to enlist future educational departments in Public Safety, and the development of Incident Management Teams throughout the United States.
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