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The following paper suggests ideas for incorporating service learning in emergency management curriculum.  Service-learning unites educational goals with professional practice, to allow students to experience typical professional activities and relationships.  In creating and organizing such activities for students, university programs strengthen ties with practitioners and the community.  Practitioners and communities also benefit from the collaboration, as they are often able to undertake projects that budgeted resources cannot accommodate.  Practitioners can also experience the satisfaction associated with participation in creating the learning environment for students.

Initiating a service-learning component in an established course is a simple matter of identifying what experiences students could have that would help to meet the learning objectives of the course.  In the process of identifying those experiences, a side benefit for the instructor is that learning objectives are often modified to be more outcome-based.  For example, one learning objective for an Introduction to Emergency Management course might be “To understand the intergovernmental nature of emergency management.”  How can the instructor determine if this objective has been met?  In the traditional classroom, students may be asked on an exam to describe “the intergovernmental paradox of emergency management” or to explain the presidential disaster declaration process.  In a course using a service-learning approach, those same students may tour a Disaster Field Office (DFO) and write a reflective essay on what they observed, and how the DFO operation relates to local response and recovery efforts.   Or, to understand the coordination role of the emergency manager, students could participate in actual planning meetings and reflect on how identified coordination requirements are actually translated to specific procedures in the Emergency Operations Plan.

The following examples illustrate how service learning might be incorporated for specific courses:

Introduction to Emergency Management

An introductory emergency management course provides many opportunities for students to get involved in their communities to explore hazard awareness and community preparedness.  An emergency management class could partner with the local emergency management or Red Cross office to participate in an update of a hazard analysis or to conduct a public education event in a mall or other public gathering place.  Emergency management students could also work with the local school district to offer assembly programs or visits to classrooms.  All of these activities give students opportunities to:

· Identify information needs

· Gather (and validate) information

· Plan presentations and special events

· Deliver programs

· Evaluate efforts.

These experiences also allow students to practice communication skills and to collaborate with community representatives and each other.

Emergency Preparedness and Planning

The purpose of this class is to introduce students to the many elements of emergency preparedness, including planning, training, drills and exercises, and disaster education.  Working with local officials and voluntary agencies, students can participate in a variety of projects, depending upon local need and interest:

· Update shelter agreements

· Design and deliver an exercise or drill

· Complete a capability assessment

· Develop and deliver a workshop on a special planning or preparedness topic

· Plan a special event, such as International Disaster Day or Fire Prevention Week.

Another approach would be to have students review the FEMA guidance document, SLG 101, Guide for All-Hazards Emergency Operations Planning (http://www.fema.gov/rrr/gaheop.shtm) or a similar state guidance document, and assist a local jurisdiction with annex or appendix development. This opportunity familiarizes students with the plan development and review process, and provides “hands-on” experience with the use of research, analysis, and assessment skills.

Response and Recovery

Instructors may contact state and federal emergency management offices, and state lead chapters or national offices of the American Red Cross, to identify opportunities for students to experience real-time disaster operations.  In preparation for participation in Red Cross relief operations, for example, students should take basic and functional disaster training (e.g., damage assessment, mass care, family service, and so forth) in advance.  If the plan is to assist with State EOC or DFO operations, students should be familiar with written plans and procedures prior to deployment.

Ideally, students would be released from classes to travel to the disaster site with their host agency.  Ask students to keep a journal of their activities, experiences, and feelings. While it is often not feasible for every student to be able to participate in such an activity, the instructor can partner students who can participate with those who cannot for purposes of information sharing, reflection, and support. 

When they return home, students, as a group, should be given a formal opportunity to reflect on their operational experiences and link them to course objectives and personal learning.  Such an event may be open to the entire campus, and linked to broader disaster awareness goals for the university.

Hazard Mitigation

FEMA’s new series of “How To” materials are ideal projects for a hazard mitigation class. FEMA 386-2, Understanding Your Risks: Identifying Hazards and Estimating Losses may be found at http://www.fema.gov/fima/planning_toc3.shtm. This document provides guidance on how to complete a number of hazard mitigation planning tasks that can support the development of a hazard mitigation plan for the community.
Instructors can work with local jurisdictions to arrange student participation in developing/updating hazard analyses, asset inventories, loss estimates, and mitigation strategies.  Students can also help prepare for and participate in public meetings, which is an important element of the planning process.  
Capstone Course

A capstone class requires students to apply the knowledge they have gained from required core courses.  Often, case studies are used to analyze concepts, explain principles, and demonstrate understanding of practice issues.  An alternative or adjunct to the case study approach would be to identify service projects where students can help to design solutions to common problems faced by emergency managers.  For example, students might be asked to help develop a plan for spontaneous volunteers or unsolicited donations following a disaster.  

Another capstone possibility would be to ask students to design new emergency management initiatives that would benefit the community.  New initiatives might include awareness and education activities, mitigation proposals, Citizen Corps projects, and so forth.

With a capstone course, students should be introduced to elements of program design and evaluation, and should systematically assess their efforts throughout the course of the semester.

Conclusion

Service-learning is an educational approach that can offer some distinct advantages for emergency management higher education.  Service-learning combines educational objectives with practice environments in such a way that students, academic institutions, and communities profit from their experiences.  The emphasis on the “real world” provides students an opportunity to immediately use and apply their classroom knowledge and skills, and to gain valuable feedback through assessment and reflection.  Service-learning also allows students to “try on” a number of emergency management roles and functions, and thus contributes to a successful transition from school to professional setting.
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