Executive Summary
Student Tools for Emergency Planning (STEP)
Comes to Fairfax County
On June 1, 2011, the nationally acclaimed Student Tools for Emergency Planning (STEP) training program begins with a pilot program at the Pine Spring Elementary School in Falls Church.  Two sixth grade classes, approximately 55 students, will receive the one-hour training program that includes a 15-minute DVD session on emergency planning, classroom instruction and a homework assignment that includes working with family members to develop an emergency plan, a communications plan and a survival kit. In addition to the sixth grade classes at Pine Spring Elementary School, STEP is being taught at Virginia Run Elementary School at the fourth grade level. Approximately 120 fourth graders (four classes) will receive the STEP training on June 10. One of the objectives of the pilot project is to determine the best grade level to establish the program countywide in 2012.

STEP was originally developed as a training program in the late 1990s as a joint venture between the American Red Cross and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). The program was “re-born” in 2008 by a group of dedicated emergency managers and elementary school teachers in New England. The teachers took the DVD and created a teachers planning guide and instructional outline, while the emergency managers worked with FEMA to obtain program certification and funding to purchase STEP backpacks for the students.
The DVD focuses on three preteen students who discuss what they would do if an emergency were to happen where they live. There is also a dream sequence where they play a TV game that asks questions on how to correctly respond to disaster situations. What makes this training so effective is it follows the principle of students teaching students: it works! The STEP training program continues in New England; over 50,000 students have received the training and a certificate of completion. Additionally, New York and Wisconsin have implemented the program within some of their school districts.

The Fairfax County Office of Emergency Management (OEM), working closely with the Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS), has obtained approval from FEMA to customize the STEP materials to fit county program needs. The signature bright yellow backpacks have been printed with the STEP logo as well as the sponsor logos of both Fairfax County OEM and the FCPS. Additionally, Volunteer Fairfax provided help in pre-packing the backpacks with the homework papers, “A Virginia Guide to Hurricane Response,” a flashlight and an emergency blanket. Classroom training materials and homework assignments have also been customized to promote Fairfax County’s commitment to excellence.

It is important to note that the kickoff to the STEP training program also coincides with the start of the hurricane season. The main objective of the Fairfax County STEP program to provide STEP training at every public grade school in Fairfax County, whether it be at the fourth or sixth grade level, year after year. This is an estimated annual training of 5,000 to 7,000 students and will hopefully result in a paradigm shift in family emergency planning within Fairfax County.
If you would like additional information on the STEP program, or would like to attend one of the opening training sessions at either Pine Spring or Virginia Run elementary schools, contact Bruce McFarlane at 571-350-1016, TTY 711, or email bruce.mcfarlane@fairfaxcounty.gov. 

