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The Leadership Committee has grappled with an issue that has confronted the entire wildland fire training community for some time:  how do we assure some level of quality in vendor-delivered courses?  As the fire community in general awakens more and more each day to the realization that “we can’t do it alone”, vendors are being used more for everything from cutting fireline to training.  

The Leadership Committee believes that high quality training delivery is a must for the leadership curriculum.  Low quality course presentation has the potential of “turning off” our future leaders to the possibility that they can improve their own leadership abilities through study and initiative.  This is not a scenario that anyone in agency management desires.  The question then becomes one of balance:  how do we allow different vendors to participate in delivery of the training curriculum while still maintaining a high standard for course delivery?

A solution to this issue has been developed in the form of the Course Criteria for L-380 and L-381.  The course criteria for L-380 are published on the Leadership web site at http://www.fireleadership.gov/courses/L_380/criteria.html, with a proposed effective date of October 2004.  The course criteria for L-381 are published on the Leadership web site at http://www.fireleadership.gov/courses/L_381/criteria.html.  As stated on the web site, “these criteria can be used to evaluate a training product offered by a vendor”.  Of course, vendors can also use the criteria to produce training products to offer.

The process of evaluating whether or not a vendor meets the course specifications for delivery of L-380 or L-381 is not a course equivalency determination.  Many issues revolving around course equivalency have been in front of the NWCG Training Working Team over the years; this is a different subject altogether.  For the leadership course deliveries, a determination is simply being made on whether or not the vendor meets the specifications.  There is no “off-the-shelf” training package for a vendor-delivered L-380 or L-381 course to be “equivalent” to, and no equivalency determination is possible.

The NWCG Training Working Team has already accepted, in Issue Paper 40, the premise of using the established course design criteria for evaluating vendors.  One of the recommendations in Issue Paper 40, in part, reads as follows:  “Provide a standard set of course criteria that will allow end users to identify a source for the training product that fits their organizational needs.  The criteria will provide instructional design guidance that will meet the intent of the wildland fire leadership development program.”  Inherent in allowing end users to identify sources for training products is the ability to evaluate vendor delivery using the course criteria.  The question then becomes, who should evaluate vendor deliveries?  Is it NWCG, an agency, the Geographic Area Training Representatives, individual training centers, etc.?

The Leadership Committee would like to play a role in evaluating vendor-delivered leadership courses.  This would provide a central quality assurance point and consistency in the way evaluation methods are applied.  Additional benefits would be that training personnel in the field would have a clear understanding of roles and responsibilities for vendor evaluation, and vendors themselves would know where to go to get resolution.  The current situation is unacceptable as none of the above desired conditions are being met.  The Leadership Committee and NWCG partner agencies have invested a great deal of time, effort and money in developing and delivering the leadership curriculum to date.  We now have a vested interest in assuring that standards for high quality delivery are set and followed, even though that might prove a difficult task.

This is a hot-potato issue for several reasons.  First, there is a workload associated with evaluating vendor deliveries and nobody has any spare staff time.  Second, people are afraid of potential lawsuits from vendors who are evaluated and do not meet the specifications.  Third, it is a complex and time-consuming enough issue that most people just wish it would go away or that “somebody else” would deal with it.  

The above issues can be addressed individually.  First, there is unlikely to be a very heavy workload associated with evaluating vendors for L-380 and L-381 because these courses do not offer a large enough piece of “training pie” for many vendors to be interested in it.  Larger training vendors are interested in courses where potential revenues are measured in the millions of dollars, not thousands.  The Leadership Committee anticipates that no more than 5-6 vendors annually would need to be evaluated for L-380, possibly one or two a year for L-381.  The second problem, fear of potential lawsuits, is real.  However, it has been proven over time that the government gets sued regardless of what course of action it takes.  If we allow fear of litigation to paralyze us, we might as well all just quit and go home.  As for wishing our problems away, this one isn’t going away and continued lack of resolution on the issue will only exacerbate the current confusion in the field and among potential vendors.

Recommendation:  

The Leadership Committee recommends that the Training Working Team issue guidance stating that agencies are to determine whether or not vendors and instructors meet the course design and delivery criteria for L-380 and L-381.  This determination will be made in coordination with the Leadership Committee.  The involvement of the Leadership Committee in such efforts should be coordinated by the representative to the Committee for the agency seeking to determine whether or not a particular vendor or instructor(s) meets the criteria.  Time frames should be established for this determination process, from the time a determination is requested by a vendor to the time that a final determination is made.  This time frame should not exceed 6 months.
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