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This paper highlights what 1 see as key issues for new, developing,
and even established degree programs in disaster management.' As |
explain below, a number of factors have created a demand for educated,
professional disaster managers. Based upon my experience in the areas
of disaster research and disaster management education, I outline what
I see as some key issues that developing and established disaster pro-
grams should consider.

Today, a number of factors are helping to initiate and sustain uni-
versity degree programs in disaster management. First, we continue to
see a rise of disasters, victimization, and economic losses from disas-
ters. Not only are these increases occurring in the United States, but
throughout the world (Mileti 1999), Second, the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA), through its Higher Education Project,
is helping to promote degree programs throughout the United States.
FEMA would like to see an associate’s degree, a bachelor’s degree, or

* A much earlier version of this paper titled “The Problem of Applied Fields in
Academic Settings: Disaster Management and the Search for Legitimacy™ was pre-
sented at the first annual Federal Emergency Management Agency Higher Education
Conference in June 1998. [ would like to thank my former colleagues associated with
the Institute of Emergency Administration and Planning (i.e., Bob Reed, Tom Joslin,
Jane Kushma, and Swaroop Reddy) and the many graduates of the program for the
extensive hours of discussion we had on issues that are related to this paper. 1 would
also like to thank Brenda Phillips for her feedback. However, all comments and con-
clusions are strictly my own.
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amaster’s degree program in every state by 2002 (FEMA 2000). Third,
employers in the public, private, volunteer, and other disaster man-
agement job sectors desire people with a strong knowledge base in the
field. Finally, the push for professionalization, certification, and accred-
itation within the field by such organizations as the International
Association of Emergency Managers (IAEM), FEMA, National
Emergency Management Association (NEMA), and state disaster man-
agement organizations all continue to increase the need for
well-educated professionals (Wilson 2000). In short, college programs
in disaster management are needed to meet the multiple expanding
needs of the profession.

Disaster management degree programs are relatively new. Between
1983 to about 1998, only two undergraduate degree programs gradu-
ated students in the United States. During this time, the Institute of
Emergency Administration and Planning (EADP) at the University of
North Texas (UNT) accounted for almost all emergency management
degrees. Through 1998, EADP had graduated about 400 students in its
program. During the same time Thomas Edison College, primarily
though distant learning, graduated a handful of students. However,
other students used emergency management as one of their “concen-
tration” areas.

Not until the mid- and late 1990s did other new programs begin to
emerge. For example, George Washington University initiated the first
graduate degrees in disaster management. Oklahoma State University
started a master’s program in fire and emergency management.
Arkansas Tech also began a bachelor’s program. In 1999, the University
of Akron received formal approval to launch its undergraduate degree
program, At about the same time, Jacksonville State University initi-
ated a formal concentration in emergency management within its
Master’s of Public Administration degree and is currently developing a
bachelor’s program. Other universities either have undergraduate and
graduate degree programs in their infancy or are considering courses,
certificate programs, or degree programs (FEMA 2000).

Thus, an increasing number of disasters, an expanding job market,
FEMA's higher education initiative, the push for certification, accredi-
tation, and professionalization by professional organizations (e.g.,
TAEM, NEMA) have all created an environment that supports the need
for college degree programs in disaster management. With this recent
surge of interest in disaster programs not only in the United States but
also in the rest of the world, [ will discuss a number of issues that new,
developing, and existing disaster management degree programs should
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consider to develop and sustain themselves.

I draw my information and comments within this paper from my
wide range of activities (e.g., teaching, administration, presentations,
consulting, formal and informal discussions) related to disaster man-
agement education. For example, between August 1989 and August
1998, I was a member of the first disaster degree program (i.e., EADP)
and served as its director between 1996 and 1998. During the early
1990s T served as member of the National Coordinating Council on
Emergency Management’s (NCCEM, now known as IAEM) certifica-
tion committee (e.g., Neal 1990). I have also given a number of
presentations on the topic to a wide array of audiences (Neal 1992,
1996a, 1996b, 1998, 2000). Furthermore, I have talked formally and
informally with a wide range of officials about the creation of disaster
management certificate and degree programs. These discussions, pri-
marily over the last five years, include: university administrators (i.e.,
presidents, provosts, academic vice presidents, deans, chairs), faculty
members and other academics; disaster planners in the public, private,
and volunteer sectors; local and state politicians; alumni of the EADP
program; and others. | have also talked with some officials in countries
outside the United States regarding the initiation of disaster degree pro-
grams (e.g., Neal 1996a, 1998, 2000). In short, this paper is a summary
of my experiences and observations related to the growing area of dis-
aster management education.

Any institution of higher education that initiates a disaster program
will have many opportunities. Yet, both external and internal conditions
may also inhibit or even prevent a program'’s growth. Below, I outline
a number of 1ssues, suggestions, and activities that [ believe can enhance
a program’s chance for success. In general terms, these key issues
include academic and professional legitimacy, administrative location
of the program, curriculum development, recruitment of students, and
the job market. In some cases I present examples of issues and possible
solutions. However, the present and future may have new or different
questions, or a new series of answers. Therefore, I suggest that my points
and suggestions be used as a guide, not as a panacea.

The Issue of Legitimacy

New degree programs often raise issues of legitimacy. I have encoun-
tered valid questions regarding the legitimacy of disaster management
both within the academy and the profession. Below, I discuss these issues
and offer possible strategies to mitigate these legitimacy issues.
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Legitimacy within the Academy

The issue of legitimacy within the academy, | believe, revolves
around two related topics. They include the issue of a body of knowl-
edge and the availability of qualified faculty. In my many discussions
with administrators, one legitimate question often asked by them per-
tains to whether a strong body of knowledge exists to support a disaster
management degree. The clear answer is yes. In documenting my
response, I typically first cite a paper by Quarantelli and Dynes (1977)
where they comment that social/behavioral research in the field was
growing exponentially. I then compare the output of important codifi-
cation efforts over the last 25 years. For example, the main text of
Drabek, Mileti, and Haas® (1975) review of the field focusing on soci-
ological findings is 149 pages long. They also list about 206 citations
on 16 additional pages. About a decade later, Drabek’s (1986) updated
review of sociological findings has 422 pages of main text. His master
bibliography of 56 additional pages list over 1,000 citations. Mileti’s
(1999) most recent assessment of the field between 1975-1995 will
result in the publication of at least five or six books reviewing the field.
In summarizing the assessment, he notes that he uses few citations in
his text. His reasoning in part further highlights the growth of the field:
*, . .because the logistics of attempting to cite everything published in
the past 20 years would be overwhelming and would increase the man-
uscript’s length by well over 100 pages™ (Mileti 1999, p. vii-ix). In
short, these data continue to confirm the exponential growth of disas-
ter research and help document that a body of knowledge clearly exists.

I also refer to some key journals in the field (i.e., International
Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters, Disasters, Environmental
Hazards, Natural Hazards Review), a key organization (the
International Research Committee on Disasters), and the wide range of
academic meetings available to researchers (e.g., Natural Hazards
Workshop: sociology and geography international, national, and
regional meetings). In addition, I point out that many agencies fund
disaster-related research. For example, these sponsors include the
National Science Foundation, FEMA, the United States Geological
Survey, the Centers for Disease Control, the Environmental Protection
Agency, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the
Department of Justice, and the Department of Defense. Branches of the
American National Red Cross have also sponsored research. Thus, key
national organizations and agencies find disaster research important for
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a wide range of applied and policy reasons. Regional, state, and local
offices also support disaster research. Disaster management faculty
members have opportunities to obtain external funds and further build
a body of knowledge related to disaster management.

Embedded within the concern regarding a body of knowledge is the
issue of whether disaster management is a profession. Put in a slightly
different way, does there exist a specific set of knowledge, skills, and
abilities that are special to the field of disaster management? The
Certificate in Emergency Management (CEM), given by IAEM, has
defined one set of knowledge, skills, and abilities (for more specific
background on this process, see NCCEM 1990 and Sample 1991).
Looking at the issue nationwide and in Florida, recently Wilson (2000)
has concluded that the area of disaster management is on its way to
becoming a profession. However, she also notes that the profession has
not yet fully achieved the key characteristics of a profession, such as
autonomy/self regulation and monopoly/exclusiveness. Universities and
university degree programs can continue to play an important role in
assisting disaster management to meet the requirements of becoming a
full profession.

Quality faculty members provide another key condition for devel-
oping academic legitimacy. Ideally, at least one faculty member within
a new program should have a Ph.D. from an accredited university,
tenure, and a publication/research record in the disaster/hazards field.
A faculty member with these characteristics can better manage the polit-
ical landscape and perceptions of legitimacy with the needed authority
and less fear of political retribution than nontenured faculty who may
or may not have full academic credentials. Also, a fully qualified fac-
ulty member is typically more familiar with the political twists and turns
that occur within the academy than would a practitioner or junior fac-
ulty member coming in as a sole faculty member or even director. Put
another way, in what other field would a university hire a person to direct
a program with no more than a master’s degree, have little or no knowl-
edge of the academy, have no tenure, and/or little if any knowledge of
the research literature?

At least some of the degree programs have struggled with these
issues. For example, in one case | know of, the university administra-
tion was going to name the new director of a disaster program. Although
this person had tenure, she/he had no knowledge or background in the
field. In addition, this person was also slated to teach disaster manage-
ment courses. In another case, the director of a new program had a
master’s degree, no tenure, little knowledge of university politics (and
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academic perceptions), and minimal practitioner’s experience. These
cases illustrate how two wrong messages about disaster management
develop. First, anybody can direct a disaster program. Second, anybody
can teach about disaster management.

Currently, I believe that faculty recruitment may be the most impor-
tant challenge faced by universities in creating, developing, or
maintaining a disaster degree. Most pointedly, during FEMA’s Higher
Education Workshop held during June 2000, the issue of faculty recruit-
ment topped the list as the key barrier to developing programs. During
this meeting, university administrators begged to find qualified faculty
with a Ph.D. Some rather recent cases of recruitment that I have been
told about directly further illustrate the current problem of faculty
recruitment. At one university, no more than five people initially applied
for a new disaster management position. Only three of the applicants
had some background in disaster. In another case, only three people,
none with Ph.D.s, applied for two faculty openings. The program filled
only one of the two positions. In a third case, a new program had ini-
tially only one applicant (albeit well qualified) for the position. Finally,
a university this year advertised for a faculty position in which the uni-
versity required a minimum of a master’s degree in order to improve
recruitment. The reality is that existing and new programs will have a
challenge finding qualified faculty, whether at the junior or senior level.
Qualified people at both the junior and senior level certainly exist.
However, quality people, I believe, are not willing to accept the current
conditions of these programs. Other barriers related to quality faculty
recruitment I elaborate on later in this paper.

Another means to provide legitimacy is to establish some type of
research institute with a wide focus to assist practitioners, to research a
specific hazard (perhaps based upon the location of the disaster pro-
gram), or to assist a specific type of client (e.g., local disaster managers,
business disaster managers). The institute could accumulate a wide range
of materials (e.g., books, articles, newsletters, videos) for its special-
ization topic to create a resource center for practitioners. Formal
institutes also provide an important organizational component for
obtaining external funds.

In summary, academic legitimacy is an important issue for many
new degree programs. In the case of disaster management programs,
many roads, often intertwined, can assist with the path to academic legit-
imacy. Hiring a senior faculty member with tenure and disaster research
credentials and establishing of a research institute are important steps
in creating academic legitimacy for a program in disaster management.
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Legitimacy among Practitioners

A successful disaster program also needs legitimacy from prac-
titioners. Interaction and program exposure with practitioners can and
do provide important insights in such areas as curriculum development,
trends in the profession, internships, and of course employment. A num-
ber of strategies can increase the legitimacy of a disaster program among
practitioners. These include developing an advisory board with practi-
tioners, participating actively in national, regional, and/or local
practitioner groups, hiring a well-qualified practitioner as a faculty
member, using practitioners as guest speakers, and initiating internships.
In discussing these strategies, | draw heavily upon my experience with
the EADP program. | feel my colleagues and I were quite successful in
establishing and maintaining strong links with the practitioner world.

The EADP advisory board consisted of a wide variety of practi-
tioners from federal, state, local governments, volunteer organizations
(at the federal and local level), (international) nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), and the private sector. The advisory board gave us
excellent input on such issues as curriculum and new trends. The board
also assisted with such activities regarding interns, student employment,
and potential project work. These contacts and activities further
increased our legitimacy among practitioners. We also established a
strong alumni association. Tied into university homecoming activities,
EADP had its annual Beer Beans and Barbecue Bash where advisory
board members, alumni, students, and other guests all had a chance to
mingle and share ideas. A good time was had by all.

Second, faculty should become active in some of the practitioner
organizations and their meetings. For example, EADP faculty main-
tained our annual membership with the National Coordinating Council
on Emergency Management (now known as the IAEM). We also served
on various boards (e.g., certification process) and gave presentations at
its national meetings. Other organizations that faculty may join include
a state’s emergency management professional organization, member-
ship to the Local Environmental Protection Committee, national or local
organization for business recovery and continuity, local Red Cross, or
other similar volunteer organization. Many opportunities exist for fac-
ulty to become involved actively with practitioners, their professional
organizations, or their activities. Not only are such organizations look-
ing for members, but often guest speakers. As a result, further linkages
for interns, student employment, sponsored work, name recognition,
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and legitimacy are enhanced.

Third, hiring an academically qualified faculty member (i.e., mini-
mally a master’s degree) with a strong practitioner background can
further increase and enhance legitimacy among practitioners. During
my association with EADP, it always had at least one faculty member
with extensive field experience. For example, faculty member Tom
Joslin had over 20 years of experience with FEMA and its forerunners.
Tom’s experience and his respect by others in the field also helped open
many doors for internships and employment. Following his unexpected
death in 1993, we were fortunate to recruit Jane Kushma, a well-known,
liked, and highly respected practitioner from the American National Red
Cross. Like Tom, Jane provided us the “applied” perspective to insure
those in the profession that we were teaching more than “book theory.”
Jane 1s now using her knowledge and expertise to develop a new dis-
aster program at the University of Tennessee-Chattanooga and is also
finishing her dissertation. I see Jane's background as the prototype for
future disaster management faculty—an experienced practitioner with
full academic credentials.

Other activities with practitioners can give attention and credence
to a developing disaster program. Drawing upon disaster managers as
guest lecturers can heighten program expose while also providing stu-
dents with good doses of reality. This has to be done carefully, however,
since I have seen a strong streak of anti-book learning among a vocal
minority of practitioners. In fact, the issue of college education became
a hotly debated topic among practitioners during the NCCEM certifi-
cation meetings. Fortunately, key practitioners still support the need for
education. Such people as former NCCEM presidents Ellis Stanley and
John Pickett and state directors John White (Tennessee) and Joe Myers
(Florida) come to mind. Practitioners can highlight the importance of
combining “book-learning” and practical experience. For example,
Gregg Dawson (an EADP graduate), who is currently the Director of
Disaster Preparedness for the City of Forth Worth, Texas, wrote an
excellent article on knowing and applying research (Dawson 1993).

Finally, a strong internship program can help provide important links
with practitioners. Internships encourage interaction among faculty, stu-
dents, and practitioners. Internships can also facilitate hiring students
following graduation, which in turn strengthens connections with the
practitioner world,

In summary, a new disaster management program may face the
problem of legitimacy from two fronts—the academy and the profes-
sion. Academics may view the area as not having a true “body of
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knowledge.” Practitioners may see such programs focusing too much
on “books” and not enough on practical experience. However, various
strategies can minimize the problem of legitimacy among both acade-
mics and practitioners.

Administrative Location

Since the disaster management profession is still emerging and
defining itself (Wilson 2000), university administrators often puzzle
where a disaster management program should be placed. For example,
programs currently exist in colleges of arts and sciences, health col-
leges, and schools related to community service. Furthermore, since
most programs are small, having no more than one or two full time fac-
ulty members, they are generally placed within some other department.
Among departments, the most popular location of disaster programs
seems to be within political science/public administration. Putting dis-
aster degree programs within these academic areas makes some
organizational sense. First, disaster degrees deal primarily with people
or management types of issues, Second, a large perception exists, albeit
not necessarily accurate, that the main job market for disaster managers
is (local) government.

However, contrast the above-mentioned administrative locations
with the existing research institutes and disciplines training a majority
of graduate students. Over the last 50 years, a clear majority of the social
science research generated has come from sociologists and (social) geo-
graphers. Second, the research institutes responsible for training a large
number of disaster researchers are generally associated with sociology
(Disaster Research Center, University of Delaware; Natural Hazards
Research and Applications Information Center, University of Colorado-
Boulder; International Hurricane Center, Florida International
University) and geography (Natural Hazards Research and Applications
and Information Center, University of Colorado; Hazards Research Lab,
University of South Carolina). The Natural Hazards Reduction and
Recovery Center at Texas A&M includes planners, sociologists, and
architects.

Thus, a structural/organizational problem exists regarding admin-
istrative location that carries implications for faculty recruitment.
Programs and faculty lines may be within political science, public
administration, or health science programs, but sociology and geogra-
phy generate many of the Ph.D. candidates and potential applicants.
New sociology and geography Ph.D.s may not feel comfortable initi-
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ating their first tenure-track job outside of their discipline. They may
fear (although that perception may be misplaced) that faculty in their
potential department may not understand or support disaster and haz-
ard research.

In fact, these fears and potential perceptions are grounded partially
in one case. One disaster program within a larger department (but nei-
ther sociology nor geography) has had two junior faculty members on
tenure-track positions. One member’s contract was not renewed after
one year of service. The other faculty member’s contact was not
renewed after four years of service. In addition, another faculty mem-
ber with a joint appointment with this program had her/his tenure
delayed for a year. Within the same department, when an experienced
member of the disaster program moved her/his tenure line back to
her/his home discipline, the department chair terminated the faculty
member’s association with the program. A year later, a veteran of the
program who had served as acting director left to pursue other inter-
ests. As a partial result of these and other developments, the recently
retired director of the program has also refused to continue his/her asso-
ciation with the program (e.g., adjunct teaching). Thus, within a
four-year period, all three assistant professors had tenure problems, and
four faculty members left the department and the disaster management
program. Three of the most recent people to hold the title “director” no
longer have an affiliation with the program. Let me caution, these
departmental actions may be totally legitimate. Yet, one can see how
such incidents and resulting perceptions can contribute to the broader
issue of inhibiting quality faculty recruitment not only for the program
involved. but disaster management programs in general. Quality fac-
ulty simply will not risk their careers in such a turbulent environment.

Since a clear perception exists that a major barrier to program devel-
opment is faculty recruitment, then new disaster management programs
should be located in a stable environment where recruitment can be
enhanced. As noted above, the academic areas with the strongest his-
tory of research and training Ph.D. students would be sociology or
gecrgmphy.z Although such a location would not prevent problems.
believe it would help mitigate the problem of faculty recruitment.

Other more general issues that may haunt smaller programs located
within larger departments and could impact disaster programs include
autonomy and (budget) control. For example, social work programs
have often found themselves administratively under other departments
(e.g., sociology perhaps being most common). In order to protect the
faculty, the program, and the profession, the accreditation process of

e
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social work programs stresses budgetary and administrative autonomy
from the larger department. A similar approach is needed for disaster
programs placed within larger departments. Although part of a larger
department, disaster management programs must operate with some
degree of fiscal and administrative autonomy. Otherwise, administra-
tors with little or no knowledge of the field will control the destiny of
the program and may make decisions not in the best interest of the dis-
aster program. Such decisions may be innocuous (e.g., no knowledge
of the disaster management field) or destructive (e.g., using the resources
of the unprotected disaster program to support the larger department).
Of course, such problems are not new to the academy. Programs within
smaller departments, including criminal justice, women’s studies, social
work, sociology, public administration, and anthropology, have all strug-
gled with similar situations.

In summary, based on substantive, research, and faculty recruit-
ment reasons, until disaster management programs grow to become
their own departments, | recommend that sociology or geography
departments are best suited to house new and developing disaster
degree programs. Furthermore, when housed within larger depart-
ments, disaster programs should be provided a degree of administrative
and budgetary autonomy afforded other professional programs such as
accredited social work programs.

The Curriculum

When I joined EADP in 1989, my colleagues Tom Joslin and Bob
Reed had established a generic approach to the curriculum. Specifically,
we wanted to provide a general overall view of the field. Although
EADP continued to revise our curriculum through the years to meet the
changing needs of the profession, it always maintained this approach.
As a result. students could and did obtain employment in the public, pri-
vate, volunteer, and international sectors. Once hired, their employer
provided the specifics. Our discussions with alumni and advisory board
members generally supported this concept. If desired, students could
focus on a specific subfield by taking other content-specific EADF
courses (e.g., business continuity) and a related minor (business, com-
puter science).

Drawing upon the National Governors’ Association report (1979)
and the concepts of Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) and
Comprehensive Emergency Management (CEM), EADP used the four
phases of disaster management (i.e., preparedness, response, recovery.,
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mitigation) as the foundation of the curriculum. Thus, the introductory
course provided an overview of I[EM, CEM, salient legislation and his-
torical events, and key social/behavioral findings within the four phases
of disaster. We also offered specific courses on each disaster phase. A
case studies course, which later became more of a “capstone™ course,
provided an overview of current issues and showed how all the com-
ponents of the field fit together. Finally, an internship program gave
students a strong dose of the “real world.” These seven courses provided
the foundation of our program. Of these courses, the introductory course,
mitigation (strongly based upon FEMA Director Witt's programs stress-
ing mitigation), and capstone courses were all required. Traditional
students, and/or those with no background in the broadly defined area
of “emergency services,” were generally required to have an internship.

We required three other courses. One was a course on leadership,
in part based upon FEMA's leadership course in the Professional
Development Series. The course explored not only the psychological
and social psychological dimensions of leadership but also social struc-
tural components. A course on “Special Populations™ was required as
far back as the mid-1980s. Early in EADP’s development, the faculty
recognized the large number of people at greater risk for disaster because
of a wide range of conditions (persons with disabilities, social class,
gender, ethnicity, age, etc.). Today, such a class would encompass and
perhaps should be called more broadly “Issues in Social Vulnerability.”

The final required course was “Collective Behavior.” Clearly, the
field of collective behavior represents a key theoretical and empirical
foundation to understanding disaster (Wenger 1986; Dynes and Tierney
1996). Many researchers (e.g., Dynes, Quarantelli, Turner, Drabek,
Stallings, R. Perry, Neal, Phillips, Fischer) draw upon collective behav-
ior as a central approach to understanding panic., warning, emergence,
organizational response, convergence, and citizen response and partici-
pation. Second, every collective behavior textbook for at least the last 30
years devotes large sections to disaster behavior. Finally, events under
the rubric of collective behavior have also become part of disaster man-
ager’s concern. These incidents include crowds, riots, social protest,
social movements, terrorism, mass hysteria, and panics. Former students
have told me how collective behavior has helped them plan, anticipate,
and deal with such incidents as the Olympics, air shows, political protests,
and of course more traditional disaster response-related issues.

As the field of disaster management developed, we also responded
to emerging trends with new courses. For example, EADP developed
such courses as Computers in Emergency Management, Business
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Continuity, Hazardous Materials, SARA Title III, Department of
Defense and Emergency Management, and International Disasters.
During the early 1990s and at the ending of the Cold War, we deleted
our civil defense course. However, we included key points from this
course in the introductory course as part of the history of the field.
Existing courses were overhauled (e.g., special populations, case stud-
ies). Also, other disciplines supplemented our curriculum. Courses on
local government (public administration), geographic information sys-
tems (geography), environmental issues (sociology), and relief work
(anthropology) all gave focus to specific students’ needs and interests.
Generally, if a student made a strong case for a course outside of EADP
to count toward the major, we would allow it. Let me caution, however,
that a disaster management program projecting an image of legitimacy
and providing a cohesive approach to disaster management should have
a core set of required courses under its own rubric. Overall, EADP
devised a flexible degree plan that drew upon required courses and elec-
tives (both within and outside our program) to maintain flexibility in
curriculum design as the profession emerged. The need for a broad dis-
aster management curriculum was well summarized by EADP’s former
director Bob Reed. He often mentioned that “*Other than (modemn)
dance, any course would be relevant to emergency management.”

However, other approaches may exist. Based upon the social and
organizational environment, membe