Tech student learns about disaster work in Virgin Islands

By Chondra Campbell

Tri-County Record, Russellville, AR
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An internship allows college students to get a sneak peak into the real-life environment of their potential career field.  And with crystal blue ocean waters, white sand beaches and spectacular mountain views, John Kevin Irvin liked what he saw during his 2-month internship in the British Virgin Islands.


Irvin, a senior at Arkansas Tech University in the Emergency Administration and Management degree program, said he appreciated the rare opportunity to work in such an exotic locale.

“I got to work with the Health Department, the Disaster Preparedness; I loved it,” Irvin said.


Mary Ann Rollans, dean of the School of Community Education and Professional Development, is pleased with Irvin’s performance and the overall success of the EAM degree program.


Tech is one of only two institutions in the country offering a baccalaureate degree in the field; University of North Texas is the other.  The program has won the endorsement of the Federal Emergency Management Administration.


Rollans said the response to the 3-year old program has surpassed her expectations.


“We anticipated that by the end of the first year we might have 25 majors, and we had 75, and now we have 148,” she said.  “So it’s a growing program in a demand area, not only locally, but we have 13 states represented in the student population.


“This is a program that I think will solve a lot of problems, in not only the United States and our territories, but also in Third World Countries, as well as the entire Caribbean area.”


The collaborative agreement was initiated by another Tech student Sharleen DaBreo, who also is the BVI National Disaster Coordinator on educational hiatus in Arkansas working towards the EAM degree.  DaBreo and Irvin started talking about internship possibilities during a class.

“The field that I’m in is my heart and soul, so whatever I can do to contribute I will do…. Our government is very receptive to this type of training and I asked the lieutenant governor if he would be interested and he said yes.  I think that we are benefiting as much as Arkansas Tech will be, because we’re getting the opportunity to have the exchange and to learn more about programs in other areas.  I think for the Caribbean we’re at a stage where we’re moving to the next level of institutionalizing the whole disaster management process, and if we can build links like this it will be ideal for our program,” DaBreo said.


“Sharleen opened up the door for us to develop an articulation agreement with (H. Lavity) Stroutt Community College, which is on the island,” Rollans said.  “That is the first time for us to look at  an articulation with an international connection like that.


“Their government felt it was important enough that they have trained managers because there was no training of this nature available, and with our program being a totally remote degree now, as of this semester, all of the required courses for the emergency management degree can be obtained over the internet.”


DaBreo admits her initial apprehension about moving to Arkansas, but has been pleasantly surprised.

“It’s just like home, very quiet, very peaceful, nature,” she said. “Everything’s about the same except for, of course, the beach.”

Where do I sign up?

Rollans herself went to the islands to verify the collaboration’s success and pave the way for more students to follow Irvin.


“We have an excellent partnership established now,” she said, the students will out an application outlining what their characteristics are that will enable them to adapt to this job and then a committee will select the candidates.


Much like the real job market, Rollans said, “it’s going to be highly competitive for the students who are eligible for the internship….  The students become ambassadors for the program.”


Although Irvin earned 9 credit hours during his internship, the program has been changed so future students will earn 6 credit hours.


“I worked right along with the Disaster Preparedness, right along with them on haz-mat incidents,” he said.  “We has an oil spill while I was there.  We has an 18-wheeler with gasoline turn over, and I was right there seeing how they cleaned up and how they work.”

Irvin also taught classes at the community college for two weeks.


In Irvin’s evaluation, Deputy Governor Elton Georges reported, “The services Mr. Irvin performed were fully worth the funds expended by the government.

“This has been a successful experiment and I hope it will be repeated to the mutual benefit of Arkansas Tech University and the BVI Office of Disaster Preparedness.”


The BVI government covered all travel expenses and provided Irvin with a salary during the internship.
