Growth prompts education planning at Riley

By Mike Heronemus 
FORT RILEY, Kan. (Aug. 19, 2005) — A growing Fort Riley population means more demand for educational opportunities, and staff at the post's Educations Services promise that will happen.
The Base Realignment and Closure announcement made earlier this year suggests that Fort Riley's military and civilian worker population could grow by about 19,000 people by June 2007. About 8,000 Soldiers, more than 10,000 military family members and about 1,200 more civilian employees are expected with the addition of three brigade-sized units and return of the 1st Infantry Division headquarters from Germany.
To meet the increased demands, Federico Rodriguez, his staff at Education Services and representatives of several colleges and universities connected with Fort Riley education programs have laid a broader foundation to offer Soldiers, family members and Department of the Army civilians more education opportunities.
Planning for education expansion began even before the BRAC announcement confirmed rumors of growth for the Army's Warfighting Center, and several colleges set up program proposals for their boards of trustees to consider and approve soon after the announcement, Rodriguez said.
Plans include bringing more Kansas State University classes back on post; new programs offered by Barton County Community College, Southwestern College, Upper Iowa University and University of Mary; more video teletraining from remote locations; exportable courses to go with Soldiers to Iraq; and opening more classroom space on post.
KSU took its classes off Fort Riley two years ago when Defense Department directives created more control at installation access points, creating some inconvenience for KSU faculty and students. When KSU moved, on-post Soldiers and families had to travel to Manhattan for classes, which also was an inconvenience for some, Rodriguez said.
After access procedures streamlined and became less of a hassle, Rodriguez said he convinced KSU to return to post. It offered a conflict resolution and mediation course in the spring of 2004 and opened a counseling office in Education Services for a couple of days a week last fall. Now the counseling office is open every weekday and on-post classes will return to post this fall via teletraining conducted from the Manhattan campus and attended at the digital training center on Custer Hill, he said.
"That is going to open a lot of education opportunities for Soldiers and family members, and particularly for family members because they're going to be staying here longer," Rodriguez said.
Barton County Community College plans to expand its "two-plus-two" degree agreements to include KSU, Rodriguez said. It already has a "two-plus-two" agreement with Upper Iowa University to accept its associates degrees for two years of credit toward a bachelor's degree awarded by UIU.
That type of agreement is being coordinated with KSU, Rodriguez said. 
BCCC also plans to begin a dental assistant certification program in partnership with the Dental Activity on post, Rodriguez said.
The American Red Cross already partners with DENTAC with a volunteer dental assistant training program that provides the volunteers with most of the training needed to become a certified dental assistant, but it doesn't include the radiology training also required, said Marian Moore, one of the Education Services staffers involved in expanding education programs on post.
The Barton program also will provide the students with academic credits, which the Red Cross program does not provide, Moore said. BCCC and DENTAC plan to begin their program this fall, she said.
Other colleges also are planning to offer new programs. 
"UIU designed a disaster and emergency relief program that is on target, timely and crosses over into the homeland security realm," Rodriguez said. We're bringing (Southwestern College) in to do a program on security management certification. It's awaiting approval at the home campus."
Rodriguez said he thinks both programs also "should be ready to go in the fall." Looking a little farther into the future, Rodriguez said he hopes to work out teacher and education administrator certification programs through KSU.
"There's a shortage of education leadership nationwide. It would be beautiful for our retiring senior NCOs and officers to get them certified ... with 12 to 15 units. These people could slip immediately into maybe an assistant principal's position, and they'd be moving right into principal and superintendent positions," Rodriguez said.
Classroom space will be at a premium with all the new programs being planned and the anticipated increase in students attending college programs. Rodriguez said he has asked for the return of some classroom space in Building 215 that he loaned to the Medical Department Activity.
The digital training center on Custer Hill now closes its doors at the end of the normal business day, Rodriguez pointed out. "We can turn the lights on and use those classrooms and that video teletraining technology," he said.
Fort Riley received $1.5 million to pay tuition assistance for Soldiers attending college courses in fiscal year 2005, and in May the post received an additional $223,000 for tuition assistance, Rodriguez said. 
Army education officials also have told Fort Riley education staffers and those at other installations to pay tuition assistance anytime Soldiers need it, Rodriguez added. "The idea is that education is important and funding will be found to cover it," he said. 
