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Preface
During the 15th Annual Emergency Management Higher Education Conference (held on June 4-7, 2012 at the Emergency Management Institute in Emmitsburg, MD), two presentations covered the subject of program accreditation.  One of the breakout sessions pertained to the efforts of the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation and the other dealt with the activities of the International Fire Service Accreditation Congress.  After hearing these presentations and discussions, many individuals with a vested interest felt that a focus group should be held in a neutral setting to facilitate a discussion of what currently constitutes the emergency management standards and how the accreditation process should proceed in the future.  The FEMA Higher Education Program graciously agreed to host an accreditation focus group meeting on these subjects.  The first accreditation focus group convened at the Emergency Management Institute on September 12-13, 2012, to discuss the status of accreditation and make suggestions to the academic community on how to improve emergency management academic programs in the future.  This report summarizes the findings of this focus group and provides several questions to be considered by the higher education community.  It is hoped that this report will be one of many steps toward the advancement of the interests of those involved in emergency management higher education.  
Prior and Current Accreditation Efforts
	A number of organizations are involved or interested in the accreditation of emergency management academic programs.  Some of these initiatives have come from external partners while others originated within the emergency management higher education community itself.  As of yet, none have obtained sufficient consensus and support to move the process forward and in a manner that is acceptable to the emergency management higher education community.
	The International Fire Service Accreditation Congress (IFSAC) is one of the organizations involved in the accreditation of emergency management programs domestically and abroad.  IFSAC has traditionally focused on the accreditation of fire science and fire service programs (both fire academy and degree granting institutions), but in recent years this entity has also acquired interest in accrediting emergency management programs (which are often housed in fire science/service departments).  Thus far, IFSAC, which has been accredited by the CHEA (Council on Higher Education Accreditation), has accredited two associate level and two bachelor degree level emergency management degree programs.     
	After 9/11, others took interest in accreditation activities relating to emergency management programs.  For instance, in 2005 NORTHCOM worked with 25 educators to identify the core competencies that should be present in a graduate degree program in homeland security.  In 2009, a similar process was repeated with the Center for Homeland Defense and Security to develop standards.  The Homeland Security/Defense Education Consortium provided recommendations that may have a bearing on the interests of the emergency management higher education programs.  To our knowledge, no homeland security program has been accredited under these standards.
	More recently, some scholars associated with the American Society of Public Administration (ASPA), the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA), and the American Criminal Justice Association (ACJA), are exploring how to accredit emergency management concentrations in their related academic programs.  Thus, it is evident that many outside organizations are interested in overseeing accreditation of emergency management higher education programs.
	Practitioners and scholars inside the higher education community have become concerned about the accreditation of degree programs at all levels of higher education.  After witnessing a few new master’s degree programs adopt FEMA associate level emergency management prototype courses as part of their curriculum, a group of alarmed stakeholders began to ask what could be done to ensure rigorous and successful academic programs.  Various professionals and professors met in 2004 at the FEMA Emergency Management Higher Education Conference and pushed for the establishment of the Foundation of Higher Education (FOHE).  This organization, now known as the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation (FFHEA), created standards to accredit emergency management programs in 2006 which are based in large measure on NFPA 1600.  Although 6 institutions of higher learning have received accreditation from FFHEA thus far, the Hi Ed community may not have been adequately involved in setting standards and determining procedures for accreditation.  As a result, the legitimacy of the foundation has been questioned at times and an insufficient number of programs have sought accreditation.  
With this background information in mind, it is apparent that there is currently no organization that is widely accepted as the accrediting body for emergency management degree programs.  Organizations from outside the FEMA Hi Ed community are interested in accrediting their emergency management related programs, but they may lack expertise in and full commitment to this area.  In contrast, emergency management professionals and scholars have the appropriate knowledge base to establish a legitimate accrediting body, but they have yet to fully identify and support accepted standards and processes.  
For this reason, the accreditation focus group met to assess the current situation and make recommendations to the higher education community so the accreditation process can be strengthened.  Several questions guided our efforts:

· Is accreditation of emergency management higher education programs desirable?
· What organization should be given responsibility for accreditation and how should that organization be structured?
· What should accreditation look like?
· What should the standards of accreditation include?
· What barriers to effective accreditation exist, and how can these be overcome in the future?

Is Accreditation Desirable?
The focus group spent considerable time discussing the advantages and disadvantages of accreditation (see Table 1).  Participants acknowledged a wide variety of viewpoints regarding the issue.  Some were against the idea based on perceptions of how the accreditation process developed initially or they were worried that accreditation might limit academic freedom.  The focus group was also concerned about the impact of accreditation on new programs or the significant resource commitments that accreditation requires.  In contrast, others suggested that accreditation provides many benefits to faculty and students as well as the discipline and profession of emergency management.  It was argued that accreditation will advance standards in the discipline and therefore improve program quality.  
Table 1: Pros and Cons of Program Accreditation
	Pros of EM accreditation
	Cons of EM accreditation

	•Emergency management is a demanded degree, and accreditation will increase its visibility and legitimacy.
•Accreditation limits the extent to which others define what emergency management is
•Accreditation helps to form, unify and protect the identity of the discipline.
•Accreditation can be a positive educational process for administration and increase university support for the academic program.
•Accreditation will provide guidance for strengthening programs, including institutions that offer on-line degrees.
•Accreditation may distinguish strong vs. weak programs, and thereby be used to market and recruit students.
•Accreditation can be used as leverage to acquire additional resources (e.g., more faculty or funding).
•Accreditation will better ensure that student and employer expectations are met.
•Accreditation can help strengthen relationships between scholars and practitioners.
	•Many other established disciplines do not accredit their programs.
•There is no regulatory or professional requirement to accredit emergency management higher education programs. 
•It is too early in the development of the discipline to start thinking about accreditation.
•Curriculum content and learning outcomes are evolving too fast to make accreditation feasible. 
•Everyone won’t agree with accreditation standards/there is a lack of consensus on program content.
•Accreditation could take away flexibility and lock programs into unwanted content.
•Some programs won’t seek accreditation or will fail accreditation.
•The legitimacy of the accrediting body and reviewers may be questioned.
•Accreditation is an added cost for both the program and accrediting body
•Accreditation creates additional work for both the program and accrediting body (time, travel, reviewing materials, etc.).




After discussing the benefits and drawbacks of accreditation in detail, the focus group unanimously agreed that accreditation is important for emergency management higher education programs.  The focus group recognized that accreditation efforts are already taking place with or without the involvement of the higher education community so it is imperative to firmly establish the identity of emergency management and specify what constitutes an acceptable academic program. 
Does the higher education community agree that degree program accreditation is important for the discipline and profession of emergency management?
Who Should Oversee Accreditation?
	The focus group also explored the inquiry about who should be in charge of emergency management accreditation.  The participants of the focus group examined the possibility of accreditation through both external and internal organizations.  A comparison of benefits and drawbacks of having an external organization (outside of the emergency management discipline) accredit programs is provided in Table 2.   
Table 2: Pros and Cons of External Accreditation
	Benefits of External Accreditation
	Drawbacks of External Accreditation

	· Organizations like IFSAC already exist and are CHEA accredited.
· IFSAC is a long standing, well developed organization with more resources than other accrediting bodies.
· This organization has an international focus (and can therefore accredit US institutions teaching overseas). 
· EM has, in many programs, a close relationship with Fire Science programs.
· IFSAC standards apply to both online and traditional standards.
· IFSAC accredits both certificate and degree programs.
· Joining with IFSAC limits our discipline’s responsibility and commitment.
· Participation with IFSAC can improve visibility based on IFSAC’s name recognition.
· Participation with IFSAC or existing agency provides an opportunity to influence EM accreditation in an established agency and prevent duplication of effort and expense

	· Accreditation through an outside organization may limit disciplinary autonomy.
· Having an external organization accredit emergency management programs limits disciplinary identity as well as the development of the profession.
· An external organization may not fully understand discipline and profession of emergency management.
· The EM community may not have a reciprocal relationship with the accreditation body (the primary interests of the organization may dominate).
· EM scholars may not have equal membership representation within that accrediting body.
· Will emergency management instructors have a say in standards and what constitutes an effective program?
· Accreditation may be more expensive through an established group.
· It may be difficult to get EM programs to rally behind an external accrediting body. 



	The focus group also considered the advantages and disadvantages of accreditation through an internal (emergency management related) organization (see Table 3).
Table 3: Advantages and Disadvantages of Internal Accreditation
	 Advantages of Internal Accreditation
	Disadvantages of Internal Accreditation

	· Internal accrediting organizations may already exist (e.g., FFHEA).  Internal accreditation allows for more autonomy and control over the accreditation process.
· An internal organization will increase the visibility of emergency management programs.
· Understanding of the discipline or profession is more likely to be guaranteed under internal accreditation.
· An internal organization is more likely to accept and promote the core values and missions of the EM community.
· 100% of evaluators would come from the EM community.
· It may be much quicker to make changes and adapt processes through an internal organization.
· Accreditation could be less expensive due to volunteer labor, limited organizational overhead, and incremental administration and start-up costs. 
· An internal accrediting body would help to move the discipline and profession forward more than an external organization.
	· Obtaining consensus on the nature of the accrediting body could be difficult (who will be included and how will it be organized).
· Starting up an accrediting body could be challenging and require significant time and resources (e.g., determining the structure, obtaining infrastructure, personnel, labor).
· Accreditation through an internal organization could be biased by individual academic programs.
· Without an external accrediting agency, universities may need to assume additional accrediting expenses (to keep the organization strong).
· Getting enough participants to be involved in the accrediting organization or process may prove problematic.
· A new agency would be competing with existing accrediting agencies for a limited number of programs.



	After considering the various viewpoints on external and internal accreditation, the focus group acknowledged that a short-term arrangement with an existing organization could be feasible (provided certain conditions about autonomy, membership, standards and process were met).  For instance, the minority vote recommended that IFSAC be presented with a proposal specifying conditions (e.g., standards and procedures appropriate for accreditation of EM programs as opposed to fire science, fire service, or fire administration programs) under which the EM academic community would participate in the IFSAC organization and accreditation process. However, the majority felt that it would be best for the discipline and profession to pursue accreditation through a dedicated emergency management related organization.         
Would the higher education community prefer accreditation through an existing external organization (e.g., IFSAC)?  
Or, would the higher education community prefer that accreditation took place through an internal (emergency management) organization?
	Since the majority of the focus group participants supported the internal option, the discussion then shifted to which specific organization would be best suited to oversee accreditation.  Three options became apparent.  First, the higher education community could accept the existing internal organization (the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation) along with its standards and processes as currently constituted.  Second, the higher education community could accept the existing internal organization (the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation) with options for altering the current standards and processes.  Finally, the higher education community could develop a new accrediting organization.    
	Through significant discussion, the focus group determined that second option was preferable.  The panel arrived at this conclusion because of concerns that the existing internal organization may not have the full support of the academic community currently.  In addition, it was determined that the development of a new accrediting organization would be extremely difficult and time consuming.  For these reasons, the focus group proposed that the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation, the only currently active internal accreditation organization focusing on Emergency Management, be accepted as the accrediting agency for Emergency Management. However, the focus group also recommended the organization be open to further discussions about organizational structure and governance, accreditation standards, and the accreditation process. A name change to reflect this overhaul and direction may also be considered in the future.
  
Does the higher education community accept the existing internal organization (the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation) along with its standards and processes as currently constituted?  
Would the higher education community accept the existing internal organization (the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation) with options for altering the current standards and processes?
Does the higher education community prefer to develop a new accrediting organization?
How Should the Accrediting Organization be Structured? 
	Since the focus group felt that it was best to adapt the existing accrediting organization, a discussion ensued about the relation of the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation to a parent organization that would be involved in broader efforts including the advancement of research, the development of an Honors Society, and collaboration with external partners.  The focus group felt that it would be best if accreditation was handled solely by the accrediting body and not the overarching organization as a whole.  The majority also decided that the accrediting entity would be a membership driven organization and have a democratic governing process.    
Does the higher education community agree that accreditation should be operationally autonomous of any umbrella organization that addresses research, honors society and collaboration?  
Would the higher education community prefer to have a membership driven accrediting organization with a democratic governing process?
CHEA Accreditation and FFHEA Standards
	The focus group also explored questions surrounding CHEA accreditation and existing standards of the FFHEA.  Assuming the higher education community agrees to accreditation through the FFHEA, a conversation about the accreditation of this organization ensued.  It was learned that FFHEA has not yet achieved accreditation itself, but that it would seek accreditation through the Council of Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) and possibly through the Department of Education.  The focus group therefore reviewed the current bylaws of FFHEA and made a number of changes to ensure the document conforms to CHEA requirements.  The focus group also compared accreditation standards within IFSAC and FFHEA (see Table 4).  However, the participants were not able to complete the discussion about CHEA accreditation and FFHEA standards due to the lack of time.
Table 4: Comparison of Standards
	
	IFSAC
	FFHEA

	Focus
· Programs accredited


· Progress to date

	Fire Science/Services, and EM.
· Associates, Bachelors, and non-degreed programs
· Four programs in EM

	Emergency Management 
· Bachelors and Masters, non-credit certificate

· Six programs

	Governance and Membership
	 Have an overall board elected from their assemblies. Each assembly has their own board. Officers are elected. Has a rotating board every three years. Operates under bylaws. 

Have voting and non-voting membership categories. Voting members come from paid dues and accredited program representation. 

	Board of directors and set of officers. Officers are founders, non-elected. No rotation in leadership. B.O.D. has been volunteers. Operates under bylaws. 

No membership currently or mechanism to become a member.

	Standards
	Content driven with standards for Fire Service, not EM. Only looks at program elements and larger college and university support elements.

	Focused on NFPA 1600. Looks at program elements and larger college and university support elements.

	Process
	Self-study and a site visit comprised of experts in fire science/service, with limited EM knowledge.
	Self-study and a site visit comprised of academics familiar with Emergency Management and practitioners. 



Barriers to Accreditation
	The focus group acknowledged that, while accreditation is desirable, it will be constrained by numerous factors.  For instance: 
· It will be difficult to agree on the accrediting body and find consensus on organizational structure and governance.
· Any accrediting body will need to obtain CHEA, and perhaps Department of Education, accreditation.
· Different opinions about standards (at all levels of higher education) are likely to exist.
· Current perceptions about emergency management (among university administrators) are likely to question the legitimacy of accreditation. 
· A great deal of resources (financial, personnel, labor) will be required to develop a strong accreditation program.
· Volunteers involved in accreditation will require training and commitment.
· Programs will need to buy in to the notion of accreditation to make it viable.
Recommendation Actions
[bookmark: _GoBack]Based on the initial discussions about accreditation, the focus group determined the need to conduct a survey of the emergency management higher education community and obtain feedback on the preliminary conclusions it has reached.  The survey should to be sent out for comments as soon as possible and include the questions that have been identified in this document.  Replies should be received before taking any additional steps toward accreditation (e.g., further focus groups).  Findings should also be shared in the 20122013  FEMA Higher Education Conference, with opportunities for attendees to shape accreditation organization, standards and processes. 
The focus group also recommends additional steps to move the accreditation process forward.  This may include:

· A focus group on the organization of the Foundation for Higher Education Accreditation, with specific reference to the relation of the accrediting body to a professional association for the discipline, honors society, research activities, professional outreach, etc.  It would be helpful if the focus group examined what other organizations like IFSAC and NASPAA are doing.
· A focus group on FFHEA by-laws to determine governance issues, membership voting, the updating of standards, fee structure for membership and accreditation, etc.
· A focus group (or series of focus groups) on standards to determine what exists and how they should be changed to reflect accreditation requirements at all levels of higher education as well as for certificate programs and on-line programs.  
· A focus group on the process of accreditation, to include discussions about the self-study, site visits, qualifications and training of evaluators, etc.
· A focus group on the accreditation of homeland security programs, since this may be similar to and different than accreditation of emergency management academic degrees.
· Continuous efforts to promote and strengthen accreditation in the future.  For example, if FFHEA obtains CHEA accreditation, will existing accredited programs seek accreditation under new standards? 
Conclusion 
The focus group expresses gratitude to Houston Polson and Barbara Johnson of the FEMA Higher Education Program for their willingness to convene this initial panel on emergency management academic program accreditation.  The participants of the focus group also acknowledge that the findings presented here should be considered as a starting point for further discussion, rather than a final determination of where the higher education community is headed.  Nevertheless, it is hoped that the focus group and this document it produced will help shape the future of emergency management education in a positive manner.  
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