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ABSTRACT

Homeland security educational programs face the challenge of balancing general academic skills
with substantive knowledge of emerging threats. Positioning the fentanyl crisis within the United
States’ opioid epidemic, this paper presents a pedagogical framework to integrate emerging
issues into homeland security curricula. By examining the impact of fentanyl on public safety,
public health, law enforcement, and international relations, the paper demonstrates the necessity
of proactively including substantive threats in homeland security curricula. Three pedagogical
approaches—content-focused learning, experiential learning, and application-focused learning
can enhance students’ preparedness. The framework provides educators with a flexible, scalable,
and generalizable model to address the fentanyl crisis and other emerging threats, including
artificial intelligence, climate security, cybersecurity, misinformation, and pandemics.
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Homeland security education must strike a balance between developing general academic skills,
such as critical thinking, reading comprehension, writing proficiency, effective communication,
and collaboration, while addressing emerging threats (Comiskey, 2015; Pelfrey & Kelley, 2013;
Ramsey & Renda-Tanali, 2018). Educational programs struggle to adapt their curricula to
evolving issues. This reactive stance limits students’ preparedness as they transition into
professional practice, leaving them inadequately informed and insufficiently skilled to address
emerging threats. This paper presents a pedagogical framework designed for homeland security
educational programs to incorporate emerging threats into their curricula. As Dahl and Ramsay
(2024) argue, the scope of homeland security has expanded, with terrorism now competing with
newer issues that merit attention. With this expanding realm comes a greater number of topics for
graduates to master. The changing scope of the homeland security discipline is further
complicated by the fact that not all threats impact regions equally or simultaneously. As new
threats naturally emerge, different regions and organizations will be affected in distinct ways.
Using the fentanyl crisis as an example, this paper demonstrates how homeland security curricula
can strategically integrate substantive issues to better equip professionals for the complexities of
real-world security challenges. The framework is flexible, scalable, and generalizable. In the
U.S., it can be applied to other evolving and contemporary homeland security threats, such as
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artificial intelligence, climate security, cybersecurity risks, pandemics, changes in immigration
policy, and misinformation.

The fentanyl crisis is part of a broader, ongoing drug epidemic in the U.S. (Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2024). Fentanyl has been involved in two
significant phases of the opioid epidemic (Felbab-Brown, 2025). There was a supply-driven
increase in fentanyl use in the U.S. following 2012, and more recently, fentanyl has been mixed
into a variety of other drugs. In 2023, over 100,000 Americans died from overdoses, with 72,776
deaths (69%) linked to fentanyl, fentanyl analogs, and tramadol (Garnett & Minifo, 2024). The
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) (2024) seized approximately 79 million pills
containing fentanyl during that period. The pervasiveness of the drug poses several challenges in
the U.S., particularly for public health, public safety, and national security (Department of
Homeland Security [DHS], 2025). By viewing fentanyl as a homeland security issue, educational
programs can revise their curriculum to address this emerging problem. Through increased
awareness, homeland security graduates can enter the field better equipped to develop proactive
policies that address the crisis. Addressing fentanyl within homeland security education requires
understanding its role within the broader drug crisis, as well as the distinctive challenges it poses.

SCOPE OF THE FENTANYL PROBLEM

In 2023, the U.S. experienced over 100,000 drug overdose deaths, primarily driven by synthetic
opioids such as fentanyl (Garnett & Minifio, 2024). The Drug Enforcement Agency (2024)
highlighted fentanyl as the deadliest drug threat the United States has ever faced, killing 38,000
Americans in the first six months of 2023 alone. While fentanyl serves as a significant
component of broader drug-related issues within the U.S., its illicit manufacturing, international
trafficking, and lethal potency also make it a critical homeland security concern. Fentanyl is a
synthetic opioid that can be up to 50 times stronger than heroin and 100 times more potent than
morphine (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024a). It is a key contributor to
both fatal and nonfatal overdoses in the U.S. The CDC (2024b) reported that synthetic opioids
contribute to approximately 70—-76% of deadly overdoses (Casillas et al., 2022; CDC, 2024;
Spencer et al., 2022).

Illegally Manufactured Fentanyl

Of particular interest from a homeland security perspective is illegally manufactured fentanyl
(IMF). This version of the drug is distributed through illegal drug markets, similar to heroin and
cocaine trafficking. Due to its extreme potency, IMF is added to other drugs to make them
cheaper and stronger, and as a consequence, more dangerous (CDC, 2024; O’Donnell et al.,
2021). The National Institutes of Health (NIH) reported that over 115 million pills containing
IMF were seized by law enforcement agencies in 2023 (NIH, 2024; Palamar et al., 2024). The
DEA reported that over 79 million fake pills containing fentanyl (i.e., pills created to mimic other
drugs, such as known oxycodone brands) were seized in 2023, marking a 33% increase from
2022 (CBS News, 2024). Fentanyl-related offenses and deaths have become a widespread issue
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affecting law enforcement agencies and related organizations across the U.S. The following
anecdotes demonstrate the proliferation and lethality of the fentanyl crisis.

e U.S. Customs and Border Protection seized over half a ton of fentanyl in a single 2024
vehicle inspection in Arizona, marking the agency’s largest fentanyl confiscation (CBP,
2024).

e A Polk County police investigation resulted in the seizure of enough fentanyl to kill more
than 1.7 million people (Arias, 2014, para. 1).

e A statewide police operation in Kentucky (Operation Summer Heat) resulted in the
seizure of 554 grams of fentanyl, approximately three tons of pills, and more than 200
arrests (Kight, 2024).

e Tennessee law enforcement agencies seized 120,000 fentanyl pills in a single operation
(Langston, 2024).

e Maryland experienced a 471% increase in seizures between 2022 and 2023, and Virginia
saw a 260% increase (Larson, 2024).

e San Diego, California, experienced a 2,375% increase in fentanyl-related overdoses in the
last five years. Authorities effected 280 arrests and seized 11.6 million fentanyl pills and
over three tons of fentanyl powder (Bonta, 2024).

e Alaska, Washington, and Oregon reported double-digit increases in lethal overdoses in
2023, with synthetic opioids such as fentanyl being a factor in two out of every three
cases (Alltucker & Cuevas, 2024).

e Cook County, Illinois, reported a record number of overdose deaths in 2022, with 90% of
the 1,800 cases linked to fentanyl (Dupree, 2024).

e Fentanyl was linked to 92% of Minnesota opioid overdoses in 2022 (Cummings & Nace,
2024).

Precursors

Increasingly, the manufacturers of illicit fentanyl are acquiring their precursor chemicals from
Asian countries, notably China (Kerr & Rosen, 2022). U.S. and Chinese officials launched a
joint counter-narcotics working group to address the illicit flow of synthetic drugs (Orr &
Shanghai Newsroom, 2024). However, developing transparent and effective policies remains
challenging. Additionally, the DEA (2024) concluded that transnational criminal organizations
such as the Sinaloa Cartel have established relationships with China-based precursor chemical
suppliers. China’s recognized role as a primary source of these precursors underscores the
necessity and complexity of sustained diplomatic efforts and international regulatory
cooperation.

Policy initiatives, such as the 2024 Cooper Davis and Devin Norring Act, have been backed by
U.S. senators and representatives to help curb fentanyl trafficking on social media platforms
(Cummings & Nace, 2024). This bill was a response to a DEA report that social media platforms
(including Snapchat, Facebook Messenger, Instagram, and TikTok) are connected with fentanyl
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distribution (Department of Justice, 2022). For instance, Craigslist posts for “blue socks” and
“fancy China” indicate the sale of fentanyl in certain situations (Sheets & Blakinger, 2024). The
U.S.-proposed policy measure also acknowledges the cyber component of fentanyl distribution.

As data trends in seizures and overdoses across the United States indicate, fentanyl is a national
issue in the country that has profound implications at the local, state, and federal levels. Agencies
nationwide have had to adopt new or revise existing policing and emergency management
operations to address the issue. Examples of this include the creation of special law enforcement
units and task forces (Mittauer et al., 2024) and public health debates regarding the availability
of fentanyl testing strips to reduce the risk of overdoses (Larkin & Davis, 2023). To aid in the
success of these actions, current and aspiring practitioners require a foundation in understanding
the problem.

FENTANYL AND THE HOMELAND SECURITY DISCIPLINE

As noted in Alperen (2024), there remains no consensus among practitioners and the public
regarding the meaning of the term homeland security. While terrorism and natural disasters are
commonly described as the focus, homeland security policy and practice address a range of
hazards and threats that have expanded in the decades following 9/11 (Bullock et al., 2021; Dahl
& Ramsay, 2024). Core topics include terrorism, emergency management, border security,
cybersecurity, the protection of critical infrastructure, transportation safety, international
relations, and crisis communications. There are several ways in which the fentanyl epidemic
relates to these core homeland security areas. Based on the topics that comprise the field of
homeland security, fentanyl can be placed into five broad discipline components: border security
and law enforcement, counterterrorism and transnational criminal organizations, emergency
management and public health, international relations and policy, and risk management.

Border Security and Law Enforcement

The DHS (2023) found that protecting our borders against the trafficking of illegal drugs,
contraband, people, and weapons—while maintaining lawful trade and movement—was
essential to homeland security, economic stability, and national sovereignty. The trafficking of
illicit drugs such as fentanyl presents a significant threat to homeland security. To address this
specific hazard, law enforcement agencies invested substantial resources to seize fentanyl not
only at U.S. ports of entry and across the United States’ southern border, but throughout the
country as well.

Counterterrorism and Transnational Criminal Organizations

Counterterrorism is a fundamental element of homeland security (Bullock et al., 2021; DHS,
2023, 2024; White House, 2018). The threat of international terrorism has expanded to include
other types of groups that may contain nonpolitical motivations to harm the U.S., with these
groups labeled as transnational criminal organizations (TCOs). Mexican drug cartels engaged in
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smuggling operations present a significant problem along the southern border and are a key
element in border protection strategy and resource allocation. The Office of the Director of
National Intelligence’s (2025) annual threat assessment highlighted the role of TCOs in narcotics
and fentanyl trafficking.

The White House (2025a) declared a national emergency at the southern border, citing the threats
posed by cartel activities (particularly smuggling and trafficking operations) and the implications
for national security, public health, and public safety. Additionally, the White House (2025b)
established a process to formally designate drug cartels as not only TCOs but also foreign
terrorist organizations (FTOs). This designation grants federal agencies, including the
Department of State and the Department of the Treasury, additional legal authorities and offers
resources traditionally reserved for counterterrorism operations.

Emergency Management and Public Health

Another component of homeland security is the relationship between emergency management
and public health. O’Sullivan and Ramsay (2021) argued that public health is a critical
component of homeland security, impacting multiple aspects of society, including civil liberties,
commerce, and travel. The 2020-2022 COVID-19 pandemic exemplified the profound impact of
public health on our lives and livelihoods. When public health emergencies occur, the resources
of aid agencies can be quickly exhausted (particularly at the local level). In the U.S., emergency
management can play a crucial role in the response to the fentanyl crisis. As stated in Renda-
Tanali (2021), emergency management professionals are tasked with creating a managerial
structure that enables communities to both reduce their vulnerability to hazards and recover
following disasters.

A key aspect of the COVID-19 response that can relate to the fentanyl crisis is the White House’s
(2020) declaration of a national emergency, which activated federal emergency resources and
triggered coordinated nationwide efforts at the state and local levels. The declaration enabled
emergency management agencies, public health officials, and local governments to respond
rapidly by allocating federal resources, mobilizing emergency centers and personnel, establishing
communication procedures, and streamlining policies. As demonstrated, state and local
authorities played a crucial role in implementing national policy directives to respond to a
widespread public health threat.

There have been numerous U.S. examples of how the fentanyl epidemic has impacted the public
health of communities, requiring the aid of emergency management services. In early 2024, the
State of Oregon and Multnomah County declared a fentanyl emergency in Portland in response
to a spike in deaths attributed to fentanyl use (Plante & Thompson, 2024). Additionally, in
Austin, Texas, city officials responded to an “overdose outbreak™ after 79 people overdosed
(McCarthy, 2024). To mitigate the threat of fentanyl-related overdoses, states have been debating
policies to provide test strips that identify fentanyl in drug products to the public (Buskirk, 2024;
Olander, 2024).
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State and local emergency management agencies addressing fentanyl overdoses are going to rely
on coordinating existing strategies, rapid deployment of resources, and clear policy guidelines.
These endeavors can be modeled after other national emergency responses that impact public
health. Specifically, local emergency services can adopt practices established during the COVID-
19 response, such as establishing task forces, communicating risks to the public, and rapidly
distributing life-saving medical supplies (e.g., test strips and opioid antagonists).

International Relations and Policy

Homeland security threats frequently have a transnational dimension (e.g., border security and
international terrorism), making global governance structures critical. Developing and
maintaining international policies can be challenging, as nations differ in their strategic interests
and approaches to cooperation (Cozine, 2021). DHS (2023) emphasized the necessity for
international policy alignment, stating that the U.S. needs to find opportunities to develop
effective policies with China to address the flow of fentanyl and its precursor chemicals. China’s
role in producing and distributing fentanyl precursor chemicals is well documented (DEA, 2024;
DHS, 2025; Kerr & Rosen, 2022).

Despite joint U.S.-China counternarcotics initiatives to reduce the illicit flow of synthetic drugs
such as fentanyl (Orr & Shanghai Newsroom, 2024), precursor chemicals from China still reach
Mexican cartels due to inconsistent enforcement and regulatory gaps (DEA, 2024; Felbab-
Brown, 2025). Moreover, the involvement of large TCOs, particularly Mexican cartels, further
complicates international cooperation efforts. Effective homeland security policies must integrate
international partners to disrupt these supply chains and networks (White House, 2022).

As detailed by Sanger (2024), broader geopolitical tensions between the U.S. and China
complicate counternarcotics collaborations due to inconsistent enforcement of joint policies and
intermittent cooperation. The strategic competition between the two countries encompasses
concerns related to national security and economic stability (DHS, 2025; Joint Chiefs of Staff,
2022; Oftice of the Director of National Intelligence, 2023; Sanger, 2024; White House, 2022).
In the U.S., cooperation on fentanyl trafficking can be conditional, serving as a diplomatic tool
rather than a sustained partnership between nations. Due to the nations’ periodic willingness to
collaborate, U.S. authorities remain skeptical of a consistent and effective relationship when
implementing anti-trafficking policies (DHS, 2025; Felbab-Brown, 2025).

Felbab-Brown (2025) argues that the fentanyl crisis is intertwined with U.S. foreign policy, since
effective mitigation requires international cooperation and collaboration with both China and
Mexico. The interconnectedness of fentanyl trafficking with broader U.S. national and economic
strategies is elucidated in policies such as the White House’s implementation of tariffs linked to
fentanyl trafficking, adjustments to migration policies, and the designation of Mexican cartels as
TCOs and FTOs. The strained diplomatic engagement under the Biden and Trump
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administrations illustrates these foreign policy complexities (Felbab-Brown, 2025; Sanger,
2024).

Risk Assessment and Management

An all-hazards approach to homeland security ensures that regions prepare for a wide range of
potential threats through comprehensive emergency management that requires interagency
collaboration (Comiskey, 2021). However, the risk levels of threats are not always equal (i.e., the
risk of a destructive tornado is higher in Oklahoma, while parts of California are more prone to
large wildfires). In the U.S., local agencies must decide which threats to prioritize in their
emergency management planning, leading these organizations to participate in risk analysis
activities. Risk assessment involves identifying and quantifying threats, determining which
stakeholders would be impacted by them, ascertaining whether long-term or short-term outcomes
are more significant, and ultimately determining how much risk is acceptable (DHS, 2011, 2023,
2025; Hart, 2021).

Fentanyl seizures and overdoses have been reported throughout the U.S., illustrating that this
issue is not limited to isolated incidents. Therefore, agencies must identify risk management
procedures for responding to sudden increases in fentanyl-related overdoses and continued
trafficking. It is essential for agencies, particularly at the local level, to assess the risks posed by
different regional stakeholders. For instance, people experiencing homelessness may be at
greater risk of fatal overdoses, as was observed in Portland, Oregon, before it declared a state
emergency (Peterson & Thompson, 2024). Acceptable risk is not equal across demographic
groups, as younger victims of the fentanyl epidemic might spur quicker policy action, such as the
proposed Cooper Davis and Devin Norring Act (2024).

DHS (2023) defines six broad mission areas for the U.S. homeland security enterprise: (a)
counter terrorism and prevent threats, (b) secure and manage our borders, (c) administer the
nation’s immigration system, (d) secure cyberspace and critical infrastructure, (e) build a resilient
nation and respond to incidents, and (d) combat crimes of exploitation and protect victims. For
these objectives to be addressed by homeland security agencies, professionals must respond to
the fentanyl crisis. This threat affects border security and law enforcement activities,
counterterrorism and TCO responses, emergency management and public health, international
relations and policy, as well as risk assessment and management.

PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES FOR INCORPORATING FENTANYL

Previous literature on the educational aspects of homeland security academic programs has
argued that the emphasis should be on fostering critical thinking and analytical skills, involving
experiential and active learning, incorporating strategic collaboration skills, and preparing
students to enter the homeland security field as professionals (Comiskey, 2015; Pelfrey & Kelley,
2013). Furthermore, focusing on how students learn about homeland security issues may be more
important than the specific topics covered in coursework, especially if homeland security is to be
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considered a stand-alone academic field (Pelfrey & Kelley, 2013). A detailed review of homeland
security academic programs is provided in Simons-Rudolph (2020), highlighting several
academic challenges. These include the lack of active research practices in curriculum
development and coursework, as well as the need for pedagogical approaches suitable for online
teaching.

While homeland security curricula universally emphasize essential skills, substantive issues
provide crucial contexts that enable students to translate these core capabilities into effective,
proactive professional practice. For instance, Comiskey (2015) reported that homeland security
programs have a history of adapting curricula to meet the evolving nature of homeland security-
related threats. Smith (2005) argued that the definition of homeland security can be established
through analyzing curricula. Integrating specific contemporary threats, such as fentanyl, climate
change, and artificial intelligence, equips students with general analytical capabilities and
targeted, issue-specific knowledge that may be essential for strategic responses in the field. In the
U.S., fentanyl-related homeland security curricula should ideally be evidence-based, involve
multiple perspectives, and require students to critically examine methods for addressing fentanyl
issues.

Pedagogical techniques can range from emphasizing course content through dedicated modules
or courses to promoting practical application and experiential learning via guest speakers,
independent research projects, and internship experiences. The growing body of literature on
homeland security education highlights the value of these teaching approaches, with emphasis
given to identifying the core topics and competencies of the discipline (Pelfrey & Kelley, 2013;
Ramsay & Renda-Tanali, 2018; Smith, 2005; Stewart & Vocino, 2013), the value of experiential
and service learning (Willett & Landahl, 2023), and the importance of students being able to
apply the concepts and skills learned in the classroom (Black et al., 2021; Comiskey, 2015;
Pelfrey & Kelley, 2013; Stewart & Vocino, 2013).

Figure 1 shows general pedagogical ideas for enhancing homeland security students’ knowledge
and awareness of fentanyl-related issues. This figure was developed by reviewing programmatic
designs in homeland security, criminal justice, and public administration programs and
identifying common course elements. Introducing the subject of fentanyl is similar to adding any
new topic to an academic program, as there are multiple options available. The first two
approaches emphasize course content, the third stresses experiential learning, and the last two
focus on application. Each strategy is described in the following sections. While Figure 1
outlines several techniques, the adaptability of each approach will depend on the availability of
institutional resources and support from administration or faculty.
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Approach

Guest Speaker
Approach

* Bring in active practitioners to share their experiences

Coxrsework < » Dedicated courses or modules within courses
pproach
» Homeland Security is a multidisciplinary field

Transdisciplinary (Criminal Justice, Cybersecurity, Emergency

Approach Management, Public Health, International Studies,

Political Science, and more...)
Exlfé;iﬁﬁfg » Research opportunities, internship placements, and

Approach studying abroad
Policy Analysis &

Advocacy * Analyze existing policies and propose recommendations

Figure 1. Pedagogical Approach for Addressing Fentanyl in Homeland Security Programs

One way to increase students’ knowledge of homeland security-related fentanyl issues is by
actively including fentanyl in coursework. This can be achieved by three means: (a) a stand-
alone course (e.g., creating an elective course such as one titled Seminar on Illegally
Manufactured Fentanyl), (b) a module within a preexisting course (e.g., including fentanyl
material and class discussions in core homeland security courses), and (c) having students take a
non-homeland security course that addresses contemporary fentanyl issues (e.g., a criminal
justice, psychology, or social work course that reviews the fentanyl crisis). The first two
approaches would help expand homeland security educational programs. In contrast, the third
approach would allow students to examine the fentanyl crisis from different perspectives, such as
psychology or social work, which might add context as to why people engage in at-risk fentanyl
usage. From an administrative standpoint, integrating fentanyl content into existing courses or
identifying already established ones is often more feasible than creating entirely new courses;
however, creating a special topics course on fentanyl might offer students the most in-depth
coverage of the subject matter.

Experiential Learning

An essential aspect of homeland security programs is ensuring students engage in hands-on
learning. As defined by Kolb (2015), experiential learning is a process through which knowledge
is created through direct experience and reflection, involving a four-stage cycle: concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. While
experiential learning may aid in professional development, it can also help equip students with
unique skills and knowledge through direct experiences. This type of learning can be achieved in
several ways, including through internship/practicum placements, studying abroad, and research
projects (e.g., theses, capstone projects, or as research assistants). Experiential learning will
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enable students to gain a deeper understanding of the fentanyl crisis by requiring them to
dedicate more hours to activities related to the subject through real-world situations.

Internships or practicums within agencies tasked with responding to fentanyl issues exemplify
experiential learning, allowing students direct interaction with professionals responding to
overdoses or drug interdictions. Similarly, study abroad experiences provide contextual learning
by immersing students in foreign environments, requiring them to observe and analyze how other
nations respond to the illegal manufacture of fentanyl. While capstone projects, theses, and
research assistantships are often categorized as more research-based or inquiry-based learning
activities, this academic work can be grouped within an experiential learning paradigm if
emphasis is placed on the “learn by doing” element of conducting research. Enabling students to
take the lead in their fentanyl-related education by designing and conducting specific research
studies would provide a rich hands-on learning experience. This approach requires students to
dedicate considerable time to collecting information, analyzing it, and then synthesizing the
results. Overall, an experiential learning approach would enable homeland security students to
become more aware of fentanyl and its related issues in a manner beyond a traditional classroom
setting.

Application-Focused Learning

Two additional teaching strategies to enhance fentanyl-related curriculum emphasize application-
focused learning. The first method can be considered a policy analysis and advocacy approach.
With this approach, students analyze existing local, state, and federal policies and programs
related to the fentanyl crisis and propose recommendations for enhancing or revising these
efforts. In the U.S., rather than focusing on providing students with fentanyl information,
attention is shifted to examining how well students can apply existing information to address
fentanyl-related problems. This shift from content to application allows homeland security
students to develop skills in interpreting, evaluating, and creating public policies and response
strategies. For instance, courses might require students to design local-level policies, community
training initiatives, or collaborative plans involving law enforcement, emergency medical
technicians, healthcare providers, and emergency management professionals to address increases
in fentanyl overdoses.

A final teaching approach would be to utilize more guest speaking events from active
practitioners in fields that address fentanyl-related problems. Examples could include federal
agents (e.g., Border Protection and U.S. Customs, Drug Enforcement Administration, and
Homeland Security Investigations) who investigate and deal with fentanyl trafficking, and first
responders (e.g., paramedics/EMTs, firefighters, local law enforcement, and hospital and
healthcare providers) who regularly respond to overdose incidents and provide immediate care.
Emergency management personnel could also be invited to discuss broader community
preparedness, public education programs, and multi-agency coordination in managing fentanyl-
related crises.
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CONCLUSION

Recognizing fentanyl as both a significant component of the broader drug crisis and a distinctive
homeland security challenge highlights the importance of curriculum adaptations. Further, given
the nature of fentanyl-related issues in the early 2020s (DEA, 2024; Felbab-Brown, 2025;
Garnett & Minifio, 2024), the fentanyl epidemic is no longer an emerging threat; it is an active
and sustained issue for many homeland security—related agencies across the U.S. (DHS, 2025).
Consequently, educational programs should expand their fentanyl-related programming to
develop students who are better equipped to address the issue. One way to achieve this is by
utilizing educational and academic programs that help prepare homeland security professionals.

There are three general pedagogical approaches in which homeland security academic programs
can start integrating fentanyl discussions into coursework: emphasizing (a) content-focused
learning through course-specific offerings, either by having dedicated fentanyl courses or
devoting class sessions within existing courses, (b) experiential learning through independent
study, thesis, or internship activities, and (c) application-focused learning through students
conducting policy analysis and development and by incorporating guest speakers who are
professionals with direct fentanyl homeland security-related experience.

IMPLICATIONS

This study presents a pedagogical framework designed to balance the development of core
academic competencies with the need to address contemporary or emerging homeland security
threats and topics. Using the U.S. fentanyl crisis as an example, this framework illustrates how
academic programs can effectively integrate timely issues into their curricula to better prepare
homeland security graduates for current and future professional challenges. The outlined
framework can also address other contemporary homeland security challenges, such as the use of
artificial intelligence, evolving immigration policies, cybersecurity threats, pandemics, climate
security, and social disruption caused by misinformation. The model offers academic programs
with structured flexibility, enabling them to respond proactively and adaptively.

All academic programs strive to enhance critical thinking; it is the topics that distinguish one
discipline from another. Further, the issues included across courses help define the field (Smith,
2005). Including fentanyl in homeland security academic curricula will increase fentanyl-related
awareness and knowledge among future cohorts of professionals while still ensuring that core
academic capabilities are being met. By proactively incorporating contemporary homeland
security issues into curricula, agencies will be better equipped to anticipate and mitigate
fentanyl-related threats, as new personnel will have a preexisting knowledge base. Pairing core
skills with foundational knowledge (see Black et al., 2021) would positively contribute to the
DHS (2015) national preparedness goal of a secure and resilient nation.
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LIMITATIONS

This paper explored fentanyl as a contemporary homeland security issue by synthesizing
information from governmental publications, academic scholarship, national and regional news
sources, and the author’s direct interactions with homeland security educators and practitioners.
Although this approach has limitations—particularly its reliance on existing documentation and
qualitative information rather than original quantitative data collection and analysis of fentanyl
seizures and overdoses—it provides a foundation to understand the real-time impacts and
evolving nature of fentanyl as a homeland security issue. The media sources provide context and
demonstrate the pervasive nature of fentanyl issues throughout the U.S., while the numerous
governmental reports emphasize concerns at the national level. Recognizing these
methodological constraints, this study emphasizes its contribution as a conceptual and
pedagogical model rather than as empirical evidence of a universal curriculum deficiency. By
analyzing contemporary challenges through the lens of homeland security education theory and
practice, this paper contributes to ongoing discussions about the optimal integration of specific,
timely threats into academic programs, with implications for broader curriculum development
efforts.

Curriculum development and revision at the university level are typically slow processes that
involve multiple steps, stakeholders, and administrators. Therefore, the successful integration of
contemporary issues in homeland security curricula faces logistical and institutional challenges,
including administrative support, faculty readiness, programmatic flexibility, and resource
allocation. For instance, suggesting that new courses be added to a curriculum may contradict the
argument that timely course revisions are required. However, these barriers can be mitigated by a
phased integration. Incorporating guest speakers, updating course topics and reading lists,
connecting with local agencies, and identifying research and thesis opportunities can be
productive ways to ensure that contemporary issues are promptly addressed.
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