Firefighting and EMS training in Pennsylvania
Chairman Barrar, Representative Struzzi, and members of the committee, thank you for the opportunity
to offer comments regarding House Bill 1773, establishing the First Responder Loan Forgiveness
Program. My name is Jerry DiGennaro and I am the Coordinator of the Westmoreland County
Community College Public Safety Training Center. I am a retired Veteran, A Pennsylvania State Fire
Academy Local Level Instructor and a Past President of the Pennsylvania Association of Hazardous
Materials Technicians Association.
Westmoreland County Community College is in Southwest Pennsylvania approximately 40 miles
from downtown Pittsburgh. For the 2017-18 academic year (2017 /Fall, 2018/Spring, and
2018/Summer), 7,701 undergraduate students took classes through Westmoreland County
Community College. During the 2018 -2019 school year, the Public Safety Training Center trained
over 3 700 students in the Fire and EMS disciplines. This was a 143% increase over 2017 - 2018
school year.
In November 2018, the Senate Resolution 6 Commission issued a report detailing the status of EMS
and Fire services in the Commonwealth. The report recommended that resources, funds and
legislative changes be enacted swiftly in order to improve the infrastructure for public safety in the
Commonwealth. Westmoreland County Community College as well as the other Pennsylvania
community colleges, and Educational Training Agencies, such as Indiana University of
Pennsylvania, are uniquely positioned and eager to work with policymakers to address this serious
threat to the Commonwealth. Emergency services are essential services to Pennsylvania's
communities - the same communities the community colleges are dedicated to serving.
Westmoreland County Community College is committed to working with our educational partners
and local, county, and state governments, to ensure that Pennsylvania's communities have the
emergency services workforce they need.
Pennsylvania's 14 publicly-established community colleges organized under Article XIX-A of the
Public-School Code are collectively the largest provider of public postsecondary education in the
Commonwealth. For over 50 years, in a variety of educational settings and across various delivery
systems, the colleges have demonstrated agility and flexibility in designing and offering academic
and workforce programming to meet the needs of the students, employers and communities they
serve.
The SR 6 report correctly noted that prior to 2005; Pennsylvania's community colleges were a
significant provider of high quality affordable public safety training for emergency services. Under
the previous training and funding model, thousands of individuals participated in credit and
noncredit programming that qualified them to provide these essential services in their communities.
However, in 2005, funding changes significantly increased the costs for community colleges to
offer the programs, resulting in declining enrollments and in some cases, program closures. While
some community colleges have been able to continue offering programs, there are still significant
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challenges in doing so. Nevertheless, Pennsylvania's community colleges provided training. The
Pennsylvania Commission for Community Colleges estimates there were more than 80,000
registrations for firefighting and EMS training at Pennsylvania community colleges in the 20172018 academic year.
HB 1773 establishes a program to provide tuition assistance for emergency services personnel to
pursue a postsecondary credential. Eligible students would receive tuition assistance to attend an
approved institution of higher education, including community colleges.
Westmoreland County Community College supports HB 1773. We know that many students who
complete our emergency services training would like to be able to attain a postsecondary credential,
but cost is a barrier. The program established in HB 1773 would provide these individuals with the
financial support they need to pursue their postsecondary educational goals. If enacted,
Westmoreland County Community College is committed to working with the agency to ensure full
and efficient implementation of the program.
Based on our experience, we believe a program such as this could be helpful in attracting and
retaining individuals to serve the Commonwealth in these critical positions.
The mission of Pennsylvania's community colleges is to offer an affordable, accessible environment for
all students to navigate their postsecondary study and realize their postsecondary educational goals.
The colleges are particularly well equipped to support students involved with the First Responder
Loan Forgiveness Program, through the range of academic and nonacademic support offered by the
college.
We congratulate the Chairman, the sponsors, the committee, and Representative Struzzi for
addressing this important issue. We look forward to working with you to ensure a postsecondary
education credential is available and affordable to all, including those in the Fire and EMS communities.

Thank you.
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