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R331 
 
Dear National Fire Academy Student: 
 
Welcome to the Organizational Theory in Practice course.  You will be attending an intense theoretical, yet 
practical course during your 2-week stay at the U.S. Fire Administration’s National Fire Academy (NFA).  
The goal of this course is to provide you with knowledge about the theoretical basis for organizational 
practices.  “Organizational Theory” is a way of applying tested and generalized information, which can aide 
you, as a manager, in understanding what goes on in your department, and planning for the future. 
 
Pre-course Assignment: 
 
A pre-course reading of the book, Young Men and Fire by Norman Maclean, University of Chicago Press, 
1992, is required.  Any good book store or library should be able to supply it to you or order it for you.  This 
is a true story about the 1949 Montana Mann Gulch Fire.  The book helps us understand how theory and 
practice contributed to this tragedy and loss of 13 firefighters.  Read this book before coming to class.  The 
book is also available on audiotape, which is an acceptable alternative to reading.  Another required reading, 
before attending class, is the enclosed article by Dr. Karl Weick “The Collapse of Sensemaking in 
Organizations: The Mann Gulch Disaster.”  In the article, Dr. Weick illustrates the application of theory to 
explain practices.  The book and article will be used throughout the course as a case study of theory in 
practice. 
 
Materials to Bring to NFA: 
 
To complete the Organizational Theory in Practice course, you must bring the following documents.  You 
will be using these materials during the class to analyze and apply what you have learned. 
 
1) Your mission statement and sample of your organization’s goals and objectives 
 
2) Five years of statistical data: fire dollar loss, number of fires and fire injuries (If your annual reports 

for the past 5 years would be useful, please bring those.) 
 
3) Your organizational chart (indicating functional lines of responsibility and authority) 
 
Depending on the size of your organization, these materials may be documents published by the department or by 
the division with which you are associated.  If you do not bring the documents, you will need to have them sent 
by your department to NFA, so you can participate in the class. 
 

 
 



 

Course Project: 
 
This information will be used in a project for which you will identify a problem in your department or 
division over which you have some influence, develop a solution for the problem, and write a report 
discussing your implementation of the solution in your department.  The report is due 6 months after the class 
ends.  This report will allow you to apply the concepts you will learn during the course.  This report is an 
integral part of the course, and you will receive feedback from your instructors and your peers during the 
class.  Completion of the 6-month report to the satisfaction of the instructors is required before you receive 
your Certificate of Achievement.  If you do not submit your report or if you receive an unsatisfactory grade, 
you will fail the course.  Failing an NFA resident course makes you ineligible for a student stipend on your 
next trip to the Academy.  Refer to the course catalog section on “Student Failure” for more information.  
Another requirement is that you pass the final examination.  Finally, you will be expected to participate in 
class discussions and complete daily homework assignments.  A list of these requirements is in the next 
section. 
 
Course Requirements for Completion: 
 

Pre-course readings: Young Men and Fire and “The Collapse of Sensemaking: The Mann Gulch 
Disaster” 

Propose project 
Pass final exam 
Participate in class discussions 
Complete daily homework 
Complete 6-month report on project 

 
During the course, you will be issued a laptop computer on which to conduct some of the course work.  
Specifically, you will use Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel.  No previous knowledge or experience with 
computers or software is needed.  Please feel free to bring your own laptop and software if you wish. 
 
A Student Computer Lab is located in Building D and is available for all students to use.  It is open daily with 
technical support provided in the evenings.  This lab uses Windows XP and Office 2003 as the software 
standard. 
 
If you do not have the data outlined above in this letter, or if you have any questions about materials and 
requirements, please contact Dr. Burton A. Clark, Training Specialist for the Management Science 
Curriculum, at (301) 447-1069 or email at burt.clark@dhs.gov. 

 
 

Sincerely, 

 
Dr. Denis Onieal, Superintendent 
National Fire Academy 
U.S. Fire Administration 
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