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1. Assess program purpose, structure, and requirements.

Purpose:

From the Abstract of the Metropolitan College of New York Proposal:

“Our national landscape has undoubtedly and irrevocably changed forever as a result of the disaster of 9-11.  Concerns for public safety and national security are now clearly issues at the very top of our national political debate.  It is in this environment that we introduce our program.  We believe, given the circumstances at hand, that there will be a sustained interest and demand for programs such as the Master of Public Administration Degree in Emergency and Disaster Management that we are proposing.”

Elsewhere it is stated that “This master’s program will challenge professionals in the field to critically integrate their vast experiences and specific organizational and management theories in a way that concretizes the experiential component of the academic process.”

As the manager of the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s Emergency Management Higher Education Project, within the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, I can wholeheartedly support the purpose and thinking behind the development of this program.  Though there are a number of graduate level programs dealing with hazards, disasters and emergency or disaster management in the United States, there is not a single Master’s-level program with such an emphasis on critically integrating experience and “organizational and management theories in a way that concretizes the experiential component of the academic process.”

The need for such programs, particularly from within the Public Administration and Management contexts, is, in my opinion, sorely needed.  Today in the United States we spend tens of billions of dollars each year to rebuild communities after disaster – natural, technological and intentional.  Annualized nationwide disaster losses approach $50 billion per year – about $1 billion per week – and are going up.  

According to the Congressional Natural Hazards Caucus, “each decade, property damage has doubled or tripled in terms of constant dollars.”  No one, to my knowledge, is on record predicting any light at the end of the tunnel – i.e., no one is projecting that at some point in our future disaster losses will flatten, much less decrease.  

In 1996, the National Science and Technology Council went on record warning that these adverse trends, if insufficiently addressed, could give rise to unparalleled losses:

“Future prospects are sobering.  Continued U.S. population growth, increased urbanization and concentration in hazard-prone areas, increased capital and physical plant, accelerated deterioration of the urban infrastructure, and emerging but unknown new vulnerabilities posed by technological advance virtually guarantee that economic losses from natural hazards will continue to rise throughout the early part of the coming century.  Losses of $100 billion from individual events, and perhaps unprecedented loss of life, loom in our future.”

As the above statement makes clear, even before the attacks in New York City, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania, we were becoming a much more vulnerable society, faced with growing threats, new and evolving hazards, and for a variety of reasons, more people at risk.  We need, now more than ever, a new generation of more professional, skilled, diverse, and better educated hazard, disaster and emergency managers, public servants, and emergency services personnel, in both the public and the private sectors, as well as more “disaster-sensitive” professionals in other fields in order to better face the challenges facing the nation.  In other words, now is the time to expand emergency management and homeland security kinds of collegiate programs in the United States – and elsewhere.

The need for the particular focus of the proposed program is, I think, clearly established.  During a panel discussion on “Hazard Managers in the 21st Century:  Needs in Higher Education,” at the 28th Annual Workshop on Hazards Research and Applications, in Boulder Colorado, on July15th, 2003, I noted that in my opinion the most significant weakness in the existing 96 emergency management and closely related collegiate programs today (degrees, certificates, concentrations), was the imbalance between subject matter competencies and practitioner competencies.  A look at the curriculums of these schools will find priority attention given to the theory, science and fundamentals of hazards, disasters and “what you do about them.”  Much less attention is overtly paid to the equally, if not more, important competencies surrounding personal, interpersonal, organizational, management, and political skills and traits – which are needed if one wishes to be an effective emergency manager.

The proposed courses for the MCNY curriculum in Emergency and Disaster Management addresses these shortcomings.

Structure and Requirements:

The structure of the Master of Public Administration degree in Emergency and Disaster Management program does appear to be well thought through and laid out.  A total of forty-five credits will be needed to complete the program – which could be done in three semesters of fifteen credits each.

As discussed in the MCNY proposal, the first semester would focus on “identifying a need that one believes could significantly improve some aspect of emergency and disaster management delivery in the workplace or in the larger community.”  The identified subject will become a research area.  The second semester would then “challenge students to translate a researched need into a piloted project.”  Priority attention will be paid here to “critical managerial decisions in the midst of an emergency.”  The third semester would be devoted to student research findings and the conceptualization of “a plan for the utilization of their research in the context of a long-range plan.”  These, in my opinion, are worthy and worthwhile goals.  All the science and subject-matter knowledge in the world is of little benefit if one knows not how to apply knowledge – or persuade others to.  Indeed, probably the largest contributor to the explanation of the increasing disaster losses situation the U.S. finds itself in today – and for the foreseeable future – is the failure to apply scientific knowledge and lessons learned and relearned and relearned.

Thus, the way that the designers of the proposed MCNY Emergency and Disaster Management Public Administration Program have conceived individual courses and the framework for those courses, is particularly impressive.  The individual courses and curriculum is broken up into three “Purpose” areas:  

(1) Identifying service needs,

(2) Initiating and managing service innovation, and

(3) Long range planning for service improvement.

Each “Purpose” area is further divided into eight components:

(1) Systems I

(2) Self & Others

(3) Skills

(4) Values

(5) Systems II

(6) Constructive Action

(7) Supervision

(8) Field Experience

Individual courses have been designed to fit within the matrix of the three “Purpose” areas and eight “component” areas.  Many of the curricula I have seen have been developed with much less design and framework.  The MCNY structure that is presented in their proposal is, in my opinion, to be commended – as is the design of courses to fit within the structure.  These course requirements are:

Evaluating Service Delivery Systems

Impact of Disaster on Cultures and Communities

Research and Analysis Methods in Disaster Management

Values & Ethics for Administrative Decision Making

Economics of Hazards & Disasters

Systematic Approaches to Management

Individual and Collective Responses to Disaster

Organizational and Municipal Continuity Planning

Ethics of Management

Public Health Systems Preparedness

Economic & Social Trends and the Organization of Services

Terrorism and Disaster Management

The Federal Government and Disaster Response Planning-Response

Values Issues in Policy Planning

Case Studies in Disaster Management

The design of this curriculum looks very good to me and is, as noted above, a step above those that have not been designed to fit within a structure or framework.  The quality of the curriculum course syllabi is very high.

2.  What evidence is there of need and demand for the program locally, in the State, and in the field at large?  What is the extent of occupational demand for graduates?   What evidence is there that it will continue?

Need:

The need for a program such as is being proposed here is certainly established – reference what was said earlier concerning increasing hazard-related risks, vulnerabilities and disaster losses in the U.S.  In large measure in response to this growing need the last few years have seen a significant increase in academic interest in the problems facing communities, States and the Nation posed by natural, technological and intentional hazards.  There are 96 such programs that I am aware of nationally.

Within the State of New York there are but three hazards, disasters, and emergency management programs:

John Jay College of Criminal Justice

Rochester Institute of Technology

SUNY Maritime College

The John Jay program is a Master’s level Concentration in Emergency Management within the Masters of Science Protection Management Program.  It is public safety security and safety oriented.

The RIT program is a Bachelor level distance learning program within the College of Applied Science and Technology – a Certificate in Disaster and Emergency Management.

The SUNY Maritime program is a Certificate in Emergency Management offered out of the Department of Continuing Education, offering continuing education units (CEUs) for courses successfully taken.  There appears to be a fairly strong training aspect to the courses offered.

The MCNY proposed program would thus fill a void in one of the most populous states of the union – and one not devoid of hazards.

Occupational Demand:

Communication with faculty managing and teaching within academic emergency management and related programs is virtually universal that employers are looking for graduates from such programs, are advancing graduates from such programs already within their organizations, and are encouraging traditional students and practitioners to involve themselves in these programs.  

Not only are such programs growing in number across the country, but, for the most part, are growing is size as well.  Students entering these growing programs do tend to do their homework – and are finding out that the graduates are indeed getting jobs (for those wishing to begin or change a career) or getting promotions.  In over eight years of managing the FEMA Emergency Management Higher Education Project I have communicated with only one student who had not been able to find a suitable position – two years after graduation.  I recall as well from voice and email communications with this individual, that his oral and written communication skills were not what one would hope to see in a college graduate.  Indeed, the faculty supporting one graduate program that I am aware of – George Washington University in the District of Columbia – have noted to me more than once that their primary problem is keeping graduates enrolled – because many are getting job offers while still taking courses and thus drop out.  

While the experience of George Washington University may not be the norm, I have yet to see any sign that the very broad field of hazard, disaster, emergency and crisis management (public and private sectors) is beginning to saturate the market.

2. Discuss prospects for placement or job advancement.
Location in New York City, with its very large job market, both in the public and private sectors, is a distinct advantage.  The prospects for placement or advancement seem excellent to this reviewer.

3. Comments:  Summarize the major strengths and weaknesses of the program as proposed with particular attention to feasibility or implementation and appropriateness of objectives for the degree offered.
Strengths:

Hazards, Disasters and Emergency Management Body of Knowledge.  A review of the syllabi for the courses proposed for this program, particularly the references sections, indicate that a great deal of work, time and effort went into their development and indicate as well more than passing familiarity with the field.  Awareness of, and familiarity with the wide-ranging body of knowledge supporting hazards, disasters and emergency management higher education curriculums is very important and is evidenced within the MCNY proposal.  As someone who has reviewed literally hundreds of syllabi, the syllabi developed for the MCNY proposal are truly impressive and exceptional.  Not only are the individual syllabi impressive, but their collective corpus of promise is even more so.  This curriculum should truly prepare students for professional leadership within hazards, disasters and emergency management related public service positions.

Competencies.  A strength of many of the course syllabi found in the MCNY proposal is the inclusion of specific and identified competencies (or abilities) which are to be developed or refined.  The great majority of the syllabi this respondent reviews do not go beyond the identification of course purposes and perhaps something on the order of two-three more or less general goals or objectives.

Location.  The location of Metropolitan College of New York in New York City guarantees that there is more than enough critical mass of potential student and stakeholder interest to support such a program.

Placement Within Metropolitan College of New York.  The placement of the proposed program within the Graduate School for Public Affairs and Administration is a strength.  While the field of hazards, disasters and emergency management is multidisciplinary, the central issues in the practice of emergency management fall with the domains of public administration, political science, and public policy.  While continuing scientific advances are needed and will certainly aid in the reduction of disaster losses in the future, more than enough scientific knowledge exists to significantly reduce losses of life and property to disaster.  Implementation of existing scientific knowledge and action on lessons learned is needed at all levels of government and in the private sector.

Focus.  The attention given to the development and refinement of organizational and management competencies is an important strength, as well as the attention given in course syllabi to the political, economic, and social contexts of these environments.

Another strength is the focus on ethics and values.  One of the more prominent problems within the practice of emergency management today is inadequate attention to those populations that are unequally impacted by disaster – typically those that are disadvantaged, marginalized or neglected by mainstream society.

Methodology.  The “Constructive Action” methodology proposed for utilization in this program – first planning, then implementation, and finally assessment and remedial action – is one of the strengths of this proposal.

Research Application.  A noticeable strength is the recognition of the gap that exists between those who conduct hazard and disaster related research and hazard, disaster, risk and emergency management practitioners, and the role that an institution such as MCNY can play in bridging that gap by identifying current and historical research and promoting the application of research by student practitioners.  As is noted in the “Research and Analysis Methods in Disaster Management” syllabus, it is through contacts with students in an educational process that research knowledge can be transferred into corporate thinking via the student’s parent organizations.

Scope.  A strength of the MCNY proposal found too infrequently in other hazard, disaster and emergency management collegiate programs is the recognition, displayed in several proposed syllabi, of the lessons to be learned and wisdom gained by looking not just within the United States, but internationally as well.

Weaknesses:
Was unable to identify a weakness.  Can only speculate that living up to the promise inherent in the very strong course syllabi may prove to be a bit of a challenge (both to the faculty and the students) particularly within a one-year program, when multiple courses are to be taken each semester.

Recommendations:
Would recommend that the design of the proposed course on “Value Issues in Policy Planning” be reconsidered and informed by the recently released Federal Emergency Management Agency (DHS) Emergency Management Higher Education Project course “A Social Vulnerability Approach to Disaster” – available via the FEMA EM HiEd Project website at:   http://training.fema.gov/emiweb/edu/completeCourses.asp.  The advantage of this approach would be to further ground the focus of the proposed course in the subject matter of hazards, disasters and what to do about them, and more importantly how and with whom. 

