Degree prepares for disaster
 

Arkansas Tech has one of nations=s two programs
 

RUSSELLVILLE - Keith Frazier said his work toward a degree in emergency management at Arkansas Tech University won=t prevent any disasters.

     AWe=re not going to eliminate tornadoes, earthquakes and floods, but we can prepare ourselves to minimize the damages,@ he said.

     Frazier is one of 40 students at the university majoring in emergency management, a four-year program that began with the fall semester.

    With the credit for some past course work experience, he said he is expected to be the first graduate.

     Mary Ann Rollans, dean of community education and professional development at the university, said she expects the program will grow because of the many vocations related to emergency management. Those include counseling people involved in disasters, fighting fires and managing agencies that respond to natural disasters.

    Rollans, who developed the program, said there has been a lot of interest in Arkansas in emergency management since James Lee Witt became director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency. Witt was director of the state Office of Emergency Services when he was tapped for the federal job by President Clinton.

    The idea for the emergency management degree program came about when Mary Ann Sammon, a member of the university=s board of trustees, learned that Kay Goss, a Federal Emergency Management Agency official, advocated that every state start such a program.

    Arkansas Tech=s program is one of only two bachelor=s degree programs in emergency management in the country. The other is at North Texas State University in Denton. 

    There are some associate degree programs at two-year colleges, Rollans said, adding that Garland County Community College is preparing to start one.

    Rollans said the program is multi-disciplinary, in that students take courses in a variety of areas such as chemistry, which will give them knowledge about hazardous chemicals.

    Some of the emergency management courses, which are supported by FEMA, are provided via the Internet, Rollans said. The students log on to the Internet, read their course materials and complete assignments via e-mail, she said. 

    Those assignments involve more than just essays, and include gathering information through interviews with people involved in emergency management and other means, she said.

    John Flynt, a Russellville firefighter, said having courses on the Internet is helpful to people in the field who want to learn but are limited by the requirements of their jobs. AIt=s not easy for us to come here on a daily basis and take classes,@ he said.

    Rollans said many of the students are already working as firefighters, emergency medical technicians and related jobs. They want to advance their careers and gain knowledge that will help them better help others, she said.

    The degree requires all students to take 18 hours of courses but provides for two tracks of study to choose from.

    One is for people who deal directly with disasters. Students choosing that track can select from a list of courses that include living in a hazardous environment, aim scope of emergency management, the economics of hazards and disasters, disaster relief and recovery, and disaster planning, Rollans said.

    The other track focuses on the human aspect of disasters. Students can take courses such as environmental psychology, the psychology of death and dying, and communities and social organizations.

    Rollans said students also participate in disaster drills and perform internships at various agencies, including the State Office of Emergency Services. 

    Students also can receive 15 hours of credit based upon documenting their previous experience and training in the field. 

    Charles Austin, a Russellville firefighter, said he is taking courses with the idea that Athe more education a person has, the better off they are.@ He said he wants to be able to better respond to disasters he may come into contact with in his work.

    Flynt said the degree may help him advance in his career. He is interested in working in emergency management at the federal level and believes the degree will help him achieve that end, he said.

    Even if he stays at the fire department, Flynt said, he believes he will benefit from learning how federal agencies handle disasters.

