SPOTLIGHT

Is Higher Education and a College
Degree Achievable? Yes!

By Fire Marshal Matthew Donnelly

houghts of achieving a college de-

gree probably have crossed the

minds of many adults. Like many

others, | pondered this very same

notion. Parts of the issue—as with so many
others--are self-imposed, pre-conceived
barriers, such as time, expense, work and
family commitments. Another obstacle
could be someone of influence--through
no fault of his/her own--mistakenly drawing
conclusions based on false information and
offering no encouragement because a ben-
efit was not evident to him/her. Do not be
discouraged. | was always looking for edu-
cational opportunities and even ventured a
time or two into taking the first steps of in-
quiry and further evaluation, but to no avail.
Colleges, like schools of thought, are
plentiful. The search for the right school is
a struggle, much like the strenuous task
of enlightenment; out of the darkness and
into the light, as the philosopher Plato put
it. Mistakes and missteps were made along
the way, but in retrospect, they served as
learning opportunities to better position my-
self to recognize the right opportunity best
suited for me. The constant awareness of
this pursuit served my inquiring mind well
when the right program seemed to jump off
the page at me while browsing the FDNY
Internet  page--Educational  Opportunity,
Empire State College Emergency Manage-
ment Residency Program. This notification
seemed to be the opportunity for which |

was searching.

What seemed to be the educational op-
portunity | was looking for evolved into a
great experience. The process began sim-
ply by getting involved, making phone calls,
visiting the location and registering. | soon
learned how important higher education
is to the FDNY. So important, in fact, that
tuition reimbursement is afforded to mem-
bers, thus emphasizing and encouraging
participation. The FDNY provided guidance
and counsel to initiate and complete degree
aspirations. I'm extremely grateful to the
FDNY college advisor/registrar for guidance
and commitment to embark and continue to
follow through on earning a college degree.

After enrollment, | encountered great
professors. They served as catalysts for my
enthusiasm in the Emergency Management
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Residency Program. All the pro-
fessors possessed unique skills
and the classes were interesting,
thought-provoking and challeng-
ing and, upon completion, very
gratifying. There is even a writ-
ing coach, who assists with writ-
ing papers. The location, setting
and my fellow students created
an environment for growth and
learning.

After matriculation, | was as-
signed a mentor/professor--also
a New York City Fire Department
Battalion Chief--who provided
me with advice and mapped out
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a doable degree completion pro-

gram. He explained in detail, by referencing
my transcripts, the road to degree comple-
tion. The transcripts provided information on
college credits earned at various academic
institutions, as well as college credit recom-
mendations earned from courses complet-
ed through FDNY. The process consisted of
core curriculum classes, foundational lower
graduate classwork and advanced work.

Finally, there was the area of concen-
tration classes. Every student is different,
which is why it is so important to sit down
and closely look at credits earned and how
they can be applied to a personal path to de-
gree completion. | was pleased to learn that
my language requirement had been fulfilled

and | would not have to take French again.
Je ne parle pas Francais, which means, |
do not speak French. This plan was individ-
ualized for me and I'm sure if you undertake
this journey, you will find what’s singular to
you at the college of your choice.

It wasn’t until | participated in the FDNY
15-week Fire Criminal Investigator Course,
evaluated by National College Credit Rec-
ommendation Service (NCCRS), that | un-
derstood the whole process. This and many
other FDNY courses have been evaluated
for college-level credit recommendations
and may be used as transfer credit at ap-
proximately 1,500 colleges in the United
States. (See www.nationalccrs.org)

If you are considering going back to
school and pursuing a college degree, |
hope you seriously consider this worthy
goal. It is achievable. There are programs
and people in place that/who can help you
along the way. | can assure you that as you
work toward attaining a degree at an insti-
tution of higher education, the people you
meet along the way toward degree comple-
tion will help you meet that goal. ®
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