Construction Plant Fitters’ Online Learning Environment.
Introduction.

My name is Matt Molloy, and I am an instructor in the Construction Plant (C.P.) Fitters’  Section of the FÁS Cabra Training Centre (See Glossary of Terms). I am, at present, seconded to the Curriculum and Quality Assurance (C.Q.A.) Department of FÁS, where I am re-writing the curriculum for the trade of C.P. Fitter.

In the past I have been responsible for the delivery of training in the use of computers in addition to other topics such as Plant Vehicle Electricity, Transmission Systems & Engines. Because of my secondment, we have had difficulty in locating an instructor with experience in computers and IT, who also had the necessary trade specific skills, technical and mechanical knowledge. Due to this, my covering instructor            (Liam McGrath) did not have a C.P. trade technical background. He was tasked with delivering computer training and some electronics training. (See Appendix D for profile of Liam McGrath).  Beginning on November 22nd and ending on December 17th, he had each of the four apprentice groups for one week. During this week, the classes received basic instruction on word processing, spread sheets, email and the world wide web. 

It was during this period that I established and operated my online learning environment (O.L.E.). The students accessed computers during their daily classes, and, apart from a two hour face-to-face session with each group, I operated from home.

Overview:

Firstly, I set out my areas of focus. I discuss how I can bring about a change in the passive attitude of many of my apprentices. I also discuss the need to gather and share reliable data and my own experiences with my colleagues. Then I consider the matter of evaluation, followed by discussion and reflection on my experiences during the evaluation process. Thoughts on self-directed learning and critical thinking are followed, finally, by my conclusions.

Areas of Focus:

I had 2 areas of focus. Firstly, on using on line learning to encourage apprentices take responsibility for their own learning, direct their own inquiry and develop skills such as critical thinking, collaboration and problem solving. Secondly, develop my own practice, gain experience in the use of online learning environments, and to record my experiences in a way I could share with my colleagues. My reasons for choosing these areas were:

· The duration of Phases 2, 4 & 6 of off the job training for C.P. apprentices is the same as that of other similar trades such as heavy goods vehicle mechanic. Despite this, the subject matter for C.P. apprentices is far in excess of that of the other trades. One way of coping with this anomaly is to encourage and assist learners to develop the skills listed above.

· The Subject Matter Expert (S.M.E.) Report for the review of the C.P. Curriculum called for the support of life long learning, the use of computers in diagnosis and trouble shooting, and the constant introduction of new technology into the classroom. Appendix G refers.

· My own experiences with apprentices has been that they arrive in the training centre, where they expect someone will “do” something to them, and they will become competent fitters. They see Phase 2 as a “stage” in their lives (Nixon et al, 1996) that they go through, and find closure at the end of it. They tend to be in the passive learning mode, expecting me to be in didactic mode, and that I will furnish them with knowledge so that they can regurgitate it at the appropriate exam time (See Appendix A). This attitude will not help them become successful technicians.                                                                      They need to develop not only learning skills but those skills necessary to make decisions about the direction of their own learning. My own practical experiences over the past 8 years have shown me that helping apprentices to “learn how to learn” (Knapper and Cropley, 1985) can only be accomplished as part of the “hidden curriculum” where course content rather than assessment provides the focus for study.  I believe that an online learning environment (O.L.E.) is an ideal way to encourage the acquisition of these skills and attitudes.

· I had tried a similar exercise before, and met with a certain amount of success. However, because the exercise was not documented and evaluated, I was the only one to benefit from the experience. My experiences were not saved in a form that could be readily shared with colleagues, or presented for debate and criticism. 

How Could I Improve This Situation?

I decided to set each group of 12 apprentices a technical research task. Each task was purposely based on a technical topic that was either beyond the scope of this phase of training, or had not yet been covered on the course. My thinking was that each group would have to rely on their collective knowledge, peer discussion and any information they could find in text books or on the internet. The online learning environment served as the focal point of this study. Online, they received their task, got encouragement and hints, posted their work, and gave and received constructive criticism from fellow learners and instructors.

During the induction week of the course, I had the apprentices complete a questionnaire (Appendix H). This served as a “sounding out” of the students, to establish existing levels of computer skills. Another purpose of the incoming questionnaire was to establish the hobbies and interests of the group. This would guide me with regards to the subject matter of the projects I would assign. I used their interests as a suitable “departure point” for the upcoming educational programme (Tyler, 1949). In this analogy, there would be no corresponding arrival point, because I would hope to set learners off on a journey of life long learning. Part of this journey would take place on line, where apprentices could enter “a community of experts and peers and generally be assisted in the learning process” (Bonk and Dennen, 1999). I see an apprentice’s trade as their chosen community of learning and practice, and I used my project exercise as a means of tapping into the natural desire of apprentices to enhance their ability to participate their chosen community (Beer, 2000).

By consulting the data I had acquired from the incoming questionnaire, I sought to simultaneously engage their interests and relate to their experience. They could use the exercise to construct their own understanding of the designated topic. They would also have to use critical thinking to evaluate information and decide whether to discard or use it in their projects.
Evaluation:

Because of the scope of this assignment, I confined my evaluation to Kirkpatrick’s (1994) first level of evaluation: Reaction. I conducted the evaluation not as any sort of a ranking exercise, but as a means of gathering data that would contribute to the understanding of the learning that took place during the month. In considering the matter of evaluation, my actual experiences are set out against my aims and objectives: 

1. Lay the seeds of an online learning environment that can be improved on by action research, feedback and interaction: The environment operated successfully for 4 weeks. Each group engaged and constructed in a positive fashion. (See Appendix C for usernames and passwords)
2. To involve past apprentices, employers and colleagues and parents in the learning process: Very limited success here – only 1 past apprentice engaged with the exercise. Only one employer engaged on one occasion.
3. Encourage self directed learning and critical thinking: As the exercise progressed, and I changed my approach, these characteristics were more in evidence with the last 2 groups.
4. Capture data and experiences in a way that could be reflected on and shared with colleagues: Success here, with my online learning journal recording the exercise and facilitating reflection during it, and at times since. There was one unanticipated outcome – that of having written records of the ongoing reflection and thought processes in the form of my  email correspondences with Liam McGrath. (Appendix E refers). 
In planning the evaluation phase of my work, I sought to involve as many stakeholders as possible. There were strong practical reasons for involving specific people:

· People who control budgets and direct policy:  I enlisted 3 people from management.

· People who had recently been through the apprentice training system, and now had the benefit of hindsight: I enlisted 3 past apprentices.

· People who are responsible for deciding what the required standards are for certification, and who formulate curricula: I enlisted 3 people from certification and curriculum.

· People in industry who rely on the apprentices we train, in order to run their businesses and make a profit: I enlisted 2 managers from the Construction Industry.  

· People who are involved in the matter of seeking to train, educate, facilitate and assist young apprentices starting out in their working lives: I enlisted 4 practitioners from all phases of training.

· People who are on the receiving end of the training we provide. All 48 apprentices were invited to complete an online survey.

I viewed the evaluation as a look back at the four weeks of the exercise, but also, as the basis for planning the next course 6 months hence. I also wanted to have this information in a form that I could share with any colleagues or other stakeholders who may be interested. 

Evaluation & The Observer Group.

From the panel of 14 observers, there were only 3 instances in which constructive feedback was received. (Appendix B refers) It seemed to me that I had assembled a very suitable group, considered all view points, and could easily triangulate my findings. However, there was more involved.

Giving constructive feedback requires a disciplined commitment from observers for the duration of the research. Regular periods of observation, note taking and an exploration of the literature are called for. Giving feedback also draws on skills other than the more obvious technical and educational ones. Perhaps one of the most difficult thing colleagues and associates find is that of giving negative constructive feedback. Regardless of this, it is vital that they do, otherwise we cannot hope to improve practice. 

Learning from my mistakes on this occasion, I would use the same observer selection procedure, but this time point out the time commitment required, and discuss with the observers the process of giving feedback: first the positive, then the negative. I would also use a feedback form structured in this way. 

Another aspect of my evaluation was more encouraging. Of the 47 apprentices, 34 of them completed the online evaluation survey. Detailed summaries of the survey can be read on line-Appendix C refers.

A bonus from conducting the online was the amount of qualitative feedback the apprentices were willing to give in this format. I have been conducting similar surveys on paper for many years, and have always found it very difficult to encourage apprentices to give qualitative feedback - comment boxes were largely left blank. The online survey produced a rich harvest of feedback.

Reflection in action:

During the course of the exercise, there was much learning. I had to deal with “lowlands” issues and problems (Schön, 1995) . My original plan was that I would reflect on each week of the exercise and change my approach for each subsequent week – an ongoing reflection in action, action research approach. This worked quite well for me. There was one unplanned bonus, an unanticipated piece of learning. 

The average age of my apprentices is 19. Putting 48 young males into one area such as the C.P. workshops and classrooms can lead to problems with behaviour and discipline. In the early part of the exercise, there was some horseplay and immature behaviour by the apprentices both in the chat rooms and in email. Myself and Liam had been exchanging emails about this, and it transpired that we could reflect on the situation, examine and debate the issue, and arrive at an agreed solution or approach. We were both very much aware of the social and cultural aspects to learning, and were anxious to deal with the situation, but not in a heavy handed way. 

The bonus was that we were left with an electronic record of our thoughts and discussions which can be re-examined at any stage, but more importantly, shared with anyone who may be planning similar exercises in the future. (Appendix E refers)

Self Directed Learning and Critical Thinking.

“The only learning which significantly influences behaviour is self-discovered, self-appropriated learning.” (Rogers, 1967, 276)

One of my main aims was to encourage self directed learning. That was the reason I set the groups tasks on topics they had not yet covered on the course. During the first week, I was perhaps over-anxious, responding to the postings made by the apprentices. It occurred to me that all they were doing was making a basic effort and presenting it to me for finishing. 

Sub-consciously, I was changing my pedagogical stance because of the new learning environment (Stephenson et al., 2001). I was settling for my students making an initial effort at self-directed inquiry, which they then presented to me for suggestions & improvement. In a face to face environment, I would do no such thing, yet I was inadvertently doing it here. It is accepted that there is little utility in using online learning to imitate and replace what happens in the classroom. Equally, there is little to be gained by changing an effective and viable pedagogic stance, just because the learning environment has changed. The principles likely to provide good learning experiences are much the same in real and virtual environments (Stephenson et al, 2001). Upon reflection, I made a conscious decision to refrain from giving direct feedback and confine myself to suggestions, hints and observations:

“It is only possible to facilitate learning in others, not teach them directly” (Schramm, 2002)

 This had the desired effect with the second group through the exercise. I did not make myself available on the site for feedback, and because of this, they did not seek me out. They posted their efforts, and we encouraged them to respond to each other’s postings with constructive criticism and contributions.

Conclusions:

The establishment and effective administration of an O.L.E. needs a champion, someone who is prepared to drive it along. Many people involved in the training of apprentices will agree that online learning is a beneficial and useful way for apprentices to learn, but the support often stops there. Institutional infrastructure, in the sense outlined by  Lockwood et al, (2001) means not only the physical resources, but also its “human infrastructure” at the level of beliefs, values and attitudes. Many practitioners in my organisation take on this type of work in addition to their usual work and study. A lack of practical support can often discourage practitioners from experimenting with this type of learning and training. I have gained valuable experience, and gathered much useful data. My experiences of the exercise are now in a form I can share with colleagues, as well as use myself in exercises in the future.

Glossary of Terms:

Construction Plant Fitter:

A mechanic who specialises in the repair, maintenance and servicing of equipment used on building sites. Examples of such machinery would be water pumps, cranes, tracked or wheeled excavators and bulldozers.

Cabra:

See below, FÁS Training Centre, Cabra.

Curriculum and Quality Assurance:

The department within FÁS, and based in Head Office, which has responsibility for matters of Curriculum and Quality Assurance. The Office is based in Clyde Road, Ballsbridge.

FÁS Training Centre, Cabra:

The only training centre in the country to provide Phase 2  training for apprentice construction plant fitters.

Off the Job Training:

Under the new Standards Based Apprenticeship (S.B.A.), apprentices undergo 7 phases of training. The even numbered phases, 2,4 & 6 take place off the job in institutions such as FÁS, or the Technology Institutes in Dublin or Cork.

Phase 2:

Apprentice construction plant fitters undergo a Standards based apprenticeship (as opposed to the previous time based apprenticeship) The training is delivered in phases, from 1 to 7. The odd numbered phases are delivered on the job, and the even numbered phases are delivered in FÁS, (phase 2, 20 weeks), and the Institutes of Technology (phase 4 & 6, 10 weeks each).

Plant Vehicle:

A vehicle specially designed for use on a building site. Examples of such vehicles would be dump trucks or tracked excavators.

Subject Matter Expert (S.M.E.)

A person who, because of their skills, knowledge and experience in a particular subject (in this case, C.P. fitting), is deemed to be expert in the subject matter of that course material.
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Appendix A:

Posting by Matt Molloy to the discussion forum,

Curriculum Management, 2005_ES509, Week 11.

Hello all,
Following the lecture on Saturday morning, the following occurred to me:
Karen spoke about her IT assignment, and I know from my own experiences and listening to the others on the IT stream, that we have all had similar problems getting people to actively engage with online learning. We are all doing our assignments at different levels: for example I am operating at apprenticeship level, Edith with traineeship, and Karen at Masters level, yet we all have the same basic issue.
We are all looking for an "angle", that one thing that will get people using the environment.
For me, I decided to set the new apprentices an engineering task that was not yet covered in their training, but if they put their minds to it, they could possibly come up with a half decent attempt.
For example, I asked the first group of learners to draw up a test procedure for testing the charging circuits on building site machinery. They will not cover electrics until the new year.
When I set the task, the first response was one of hurt and surprise that I would ask them to do anything they had not yet covered on the course.
When I insisted, the normally noisy classroom fell silent as each trainee set about beginning to work on the problem. There was no attempt to collaborate with each other, no attempt to discuss, debate or reason their way to a solution.
When only 1 of the twelve apprentices present had the initiative to reach for an electrical textbook, where he might get some information, everyone else in the room accused him of cheating!
All of these apprentices had strong (4+ honours) Junior and Leaving Certificates. I have worked with many secondary school teachers, and I know the effort they put into educating pupils that come their way. 
All this led me to think-is it the curriculum that is responsible for turning out academically strong students, but ill equipped to make a living in a world that calls for self-directed learning & critical thinking. 
Why were these apprentices not even willing to attempt to solve a problem I had set them? Why did they not even attempt to pool their collective knowledge and collaborate. When I added up the experience of the group, it came to seven years. Why did they think that the one person who made an attempt to tackle the problem by doing a little research, was cheating? 
Is this "learned helplessness" or even worse, is it "conditioned helplessness"?
Teachers can guide students to very good Leaving Certificate results, and I wonder, is it the curriculum that is way off the mark?
Michael, your comment springs to mind: "They changed the Leaving Cert, but it was 5 years too late!"
Regards to all,
Matt

Appendix B:

Summary of the visits to Webct, hits, articles read, postings made and feedback offered by the observers of the exercise.

Appendix C:

URL, usernames and passwords for access to the C.P. Webct site:

Appendix D:

Profile of Liam McGrath, the instructor who covered my usual classes in computer training and electronics.

Liam McGrath.

Bachelor of Science, UCD.

Higher Diploma in Education, UCD.

Diploma in Information Technology, DCU.

Diploma in Counseling Competence, University of New Hampshire.

Advanced Diploma in Supervision, Middlesex University.

Teaching experience:

4 years Primary School

18 years Second Level

· Honours Mathematics

· Honours Physics

· Honours Applied Mathematics

Lecturing in Information Technology for Middlesex University for Irish

based course.

8 years working with apprenticeship training in Mathematics and

Science including Construction Plant Fitting, Plumbing, Electrical,

Fitting and Motor Mechanic.

2 years Instructor Training in the new Mathematics and Science

Syllabus for the Standards Based Apprenticeship

6 years delivery of 2D and 3D AutoCAD courses for City and Guilds of

London.

Two years working in rehabilitation of Addicts in Dublin

Appendix E:

Samples of exchange of emails between Matt Molloy                 and Liam McGrath.

-----Original Message-----
From: Liam McGrath [mailto:lmcgrath@fascabra.com]
Sent: 03 December 2004 10:43
To: Matts Forwarding Account
Subject: RE: Online Conference

Each new point raised by Liam in italics.

Liam: I thought they were tired and unable to focus on the task.  It has been a long time since I had a group as interested and willing and able to work.  They worked really well all the week.  I think that they may not have been able to actually evaluate e-learning!  We'll see.
 
Matt:  Know what you mean about keeping up with 12. I can type and was still under
pressure trying to reply, and watch the other conversations. I think maybe
next week, we'll split them. The only problem I have with giving this group until Monday to finish, is that the last group won't be able to avail of an extra day, so would it be fair? The last group finishes in the week of Christmas week, and you saw
what happened attendances last Friday. On the rest of your comments, let me chew on them for a while.
What were your thoughts on how it went?
 
 
Liam: What did you think of that Matt?  What are your ideas for improving the web
learning and for improving the way we work the web learning with them?
Matt: Certainly food for thought there. I have downloaded the log of the discussion and there was quite a lot going on. I will have to reflect on it. I will attach the log, (for your eyes only at the moment). I was thinking of taking the identities out of the log and showing it to all four groups and hopefully we can improve their participation for the last 2 groups. What do you think?
Liam:  I think that would be a good idea.  It would give a chance to new ones to see the benefit of the serious discussion and the wasting of time of some of what went on.  Although, about the trivial stuff and joking that went on,  this type of communication is new to them and they would tend to have a bit of crack! during the conversation.  I suppose it is ok as long as the work is done. 
Matt: I have a version of the transcript of the chat where I replaced names with "Student". I may get all four groups together Tuesday and have a brief discussion, and point out in a non-judgemental, non confrontational way, what they could change to improve chat. I don't want to remove the bit of craic from the exercise for them, but at the same time, chat is a very powerful tool.....its a balancing act. I'll give it some further thought. 

Liam: I think the lads were a bit tired this evening.  We have been working hard
all day, including making our presentations.
Matt: Yes, Liam, would welcome the chance to discuss this with you, perhaps online one of the days. We can go to one of the group chat rooms, and that way, we can use the log as a record of our discussion. If that suits, let me have a suitable day and time.
Liam: Excellent.  Maybe Monday evening. See how you are.  
Matt: I'm on a busman's holiday, so suit yourself, I'm available most of the week. 


Liam: Would it be possible to have the project title ready for the lads next
Monday Morning?  I could explain what it is about and get them started.  I
think that they found the time a bit short for reflection, research and
making changes.
Matt: Sorry Liam, initially I misunderstood this comment. I thought you wanted to give G4 and extra day to finish the project. I see where you're coming from on this one. Yes, we can give them the project early, and that can guide your delivery. Just keep them away from WebCT completely until I talk to them about it. My 90 minutes contact and the WebCT briefing is set out in my project, but giving them the assignment is not. So we will assign the next 2 groups projects on the Monday, but won't introduce them to WebCT until Tuesday afternoon. I know this may be slightly unfair to the first 2 groups, but part of the exercise for me is to learn as I go along, and make changes to see how the changes affect outcomes.
Liam:  No problem, Matt.  They can start their project on Monday and it would be Tuesday evening by the time they had anything ready to be posted anyway. 
Matt: OK, I'll speak to Tom Farrell. He dreamed up the second project, and I want to involve as many of the instructors as possible. I'll sort something out over the weekend and let you know first thing Monday Morning.  



Liam: Is there too small a pool of knowledge to draw from in just one group?
Matt: I don't think so. The problem they were given is not that difficult. There has to be some edge to the challenge, but I think if they apply themselves, they will get there. Also, we have to see if the other groups who have already done the computer week have the initiative to log on from machines in the workshops and contribute. Also we have people observing the site who have technical backgrounds and they all know they are welcome to participate in the exercise. Part of my research is also to see how many people from outside the course, engage with the exercise.
Liam: Point taken.  As this develops there will be more expertise filtering in. The trainees will also learn how better to share their knowledge.  
Matt: Agreed, and that is what I am trying to accomplish. Also, they will get help from the likes of Paul Hickey. I want to encourage the observers from industry as well. Some of them have technical backgrounds and could contribute. Maybe an email to them, inviting more active participation. 

Liam: We might think about these questions.  And what about the twelve on at the
one time.  I found that I could not keep track of what had gone ahead  -
old age!!
Matt: Reviewing the chat room log, yes, I agree here. I could barely keep up, but again I managed to type a reply, the conversation had moved along by 5 or 6 lines. It meant my comments sat nowhere near the initial point or question. I think we'll go with your suggestion: 6 and 6 with 2 separate chat sessions.
Liam: We can try six and six and see what happens  
Matt: Agreed, we'll try 6 and 6 next Thursday at 3pm? You'll have to work out the logistics of what to do with 6 while 6 are on! You get all the handy jobs! 
-----Original Message-----

From: Liam McGrath [mailto:lmcgrath@fascabra.com]

Sent: 08 December 2004 12:04

To: Matt Molloy

Subject: Server

Matt:  I've been picking up some email traffic from group 1's first day. What did you make of the messing about. This seems to be the first obvious case in email. What did you make of it?

Liam: David Price has the server up again.  Will show them the webCT after lunch. Will talk to them about the e-mail messing and keep a better eye on them.

Matt: Glad to hear you are back up and running. On the email message thing, I had a word with them yesterday, pointing out what people looking in on us would think. I don't know what they will take on board from it, but I'm wondering is it self defeating to be keeping them under surveillance? They're all grown men now, and maybe, if that’s the way they want to behave, so be it. I feel that at this stage, we would be treating symptoms rather than looking to treat causes.

If this type of behaviour is present, should we be seeking to observe it and come up with a reasoned response, or should we be looking to suppress it by "keeping a better eye on them"?

I feel that by advising them, and inviting them to reflect on their

behaviour is really as far as we can go. We can't make them grow up, or

contribute in a more positive way-we can only invite and encourage them. For me the main goal is to encourage self directed learning and critical thinking.

Just like me giving too much feedback to them on the first week of the

exercise: It took me a few days to realise I was doing their reflection and critical thinking for them. By "keeping a better eye on them" are we not assuming THEIR responsibility to engage in this exercise in a constructive way?

I don't know if I'm right, but that's the way I'm thinking at the moment. I would value your opinion on this one.

Liam: 100% on that one.  All we can do is to point out how their behaviour impacts on others and that they will have to accept the consequences (e.g. they may not get feedback etc) of their actions.  No doubt they will mature more. The whole thing is new to them and they will have some craic! (or whatever?)

Matt: Agreed! If it is ok with you, I would like to cc this mail to one or two other observers to see what they think.

Liam: Are we doing a discussion group this week?  Groups of 5/6?  Tomorrow – or maybe Friday?

Matt: Definitely discussions. I suppose in view of their late start on webct, we make it Friday morning. I'll leave the decision on numbers to you. What ever way you want to split/work it is fine by me.

-----Original Message-----

From: Matts Forwarding Account 

Sent: 12 December 2004 19:26

To: Liam McGrath

Subject: Group 2 assignment

Matt: Set out below is the assignment for group 2:

Given a standard "off the shelf" engine, what modifications could be made to turn the engine into a high performance version. Consider what changes could be made to all parts of the engine-for example, what way could the flywheel be changed, what modifications could be made to the crankshaft, conrods and pistons? What changes could be made to the fuel supply and delivery systems, and also what changes, if any, could be made to the way we get air into the engine.

I will post this in the Group 2 Assignment topic on webct.

LIAM:  I WILL GIVE OUT THE ASSIGNMENT TODAY.  I THINK THIS ONE WILL PROBABLY BE EASIER TO FIND INFORMATION ON.  IT IS A NICE PROJECT. 

Matt: I have been giving this issue of trainee behaviour and the degree of control we exercise over them whilst on line some consideration. I could be wrong, but I feel that all we can do is point out the obvious to them, and invite them to engage with the exercise in a mature and constructive way. If there is an inclination on the part of the trainees to engage in "horseplay" on line, I feel it would be better to observe and document that, rather than try to artificially suppress it. If it happens, it won't look good, but we will never come to understand this behaviour, and how to deal with it if we don't observe, study and reflect on it. I could be digging a big hole for myself on this one, but after much reflection, that's my feeling.

I'm open to discussion on this one, so feel free, Liam.

LIAM: GOOD MOVE. WHETHER IN FAS, OR ANYWHERE ELSE, WE ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR OTHER PEOPLE'S BEHAVIOUR.  IF THEY GET ABUSIVE THEY COULD BE BANISHED, BUT THIS WAS NOT THE CASE.  LAST WEEK'S DISCUSSION WENT WELL WITH GENUINE PARTICIPATION TAKING PLACE.  WE CAN CREATE THE ATMOSPHERE FOR THEM AND THEY WILL FLOW WITH IT.  IT IS GOOD TO POINT OUT THEIR RESPONSIBILITIES BEFORE HAND, ABOUT HOW THEY REPRESENT THEMSELVES, THE GROUP, THE INSTRUCTORS AND FAS.

Matt: I attempted to open out our discussion to other observers last week, but

they appear to have all deserted us.

Liam: MAYBE THEY WILL RETURN. 

Appendix F:

Extracts from my online learning journal at:

The diary is, to a certain extent, a chronological record of the record, but also contains reflections on the problems and issues that arose during the month long exercises.

Friday, 19/11/04: Just been reading Patricia's assignment proposal, and it has made me reflect more on my own one. As the days go by, I realise more and more that I need a more systematic approach to my planning, or rather to how I am going to construct the assignment. I have no real worries with setting up the environment, but now realise I was considering too many aspects as regards the assignment. 
For instance:
I want to lay the foundations for OLE and CBT in apprenticeship that will stand alone and grow, even if I am not involved in the future. 
I want to provide a forum for current and past pupils, employers, colleagues and educators.
I want to provide 24/7 asynchronous learning support for those that want it.
I want to encourage self directed learning.
I want to apply constructivists pedagogies.
I want to attract attention and the extra resources that follow that attention.
I want to develop a computer studies module that will sit into the new Standards Based Apprenticeship Curriculum.
I want to prove to all stake holders that apprentices can use OLEs and get real benefits from that use.
The list goes on and on. For the assignment, this is not viable. I will take my top one or two wants and focus on them.

Tuesday, 23/11/04: Went into Cabra Training Centre for the first run of my OLE. I was to set up the first 12 of 48 new apprentices on the system. Each Tuesday afternoon 12 more will follow. Each group of 12 is getting one week on computers and electronics. The plan was for my stand in to give them Monday and Tuesday morning on basic switching on/off machines, open, save close re-open files. Then I was to take them Tuesday afternoon for 2 hours and introduce them to the internet and WebCT. I was to show them how to self-enrol and then encourage them to make or respond to postings. 
There were some IR issues around the provision of a server administrator and that caused me problems when I went to get server accounts and email addresses for my classes. This led me to the conclusion that I might possibly have to abandon this project and run for the safety of Moodle on the DCU server with a chosen few apprentices.
Not sure what to do next.
Got some influential people on board: Assistant head of auto engineering department, and one lecturer from a technological institute. Also 2 employers from industry and 2 past pupils. However the group of trainees today didn't seem that interested. 
May have to consider moving to Moodle with a small group of interested trainees. Things look black!

Thursday 25/11/04: a very different situation. Whilst there are definitely IR issues in the training centre, I think the substitute server administrator took pity on me, because first thing Wednesday morning, the lads all got email addresses. I had gone ahead and registered them in WebCT, so now we could work for real. 
One small issue: the lads all started sending me the work directly, bypassing WebCT. I was able to correct it, and now most of the first group have made some sort of posting. Things look much better! One thing caught me-I was so busy responding with feedback, I got none of my own work done! Another late night tonight!

Monday, 29/11/04: Getting ready for the second class to enrol on WebCT tomorrow. Learned a few lessons from week 1: 
1.Should not have given so much feedback on individual test sheets-essentially, the trainees were getting me to do their reflection for them!
2. Should have put people I invited to observe exercise and give feedback in as students rather than teaching assistants, because I have no way of tracking how often they log onto the site. I will need this data for my evaluation. This will affect 3 or 4 of the people who agreed to look in and offer feedback.
3.Hold the chat session on Thursday afternoon rather than Friday morning, as there seems to be a major problem with attendance on Friday morning.
I have not really looked at the other 2 assignments yet, and have not begun to write this one up. I should be able to let this exercise run along after tomorrow, and I can then make a start elsewhere. 
The time comes to stop reading, and gathering data, and to get stuck into writing.
Tuesday, 30/11/04: Got my ninety minutes with Group 4, during which time I had to talk them through the WebCT self registration process. 
Before we even went to the machines, I conducted an exercise where I asked them to draw a wiring diagram of a charging circuit. I was disappointed on two counts: first of all, the room went silent, and everyone put the heads down to the task. There was no natural inclination to sit there and exchange ideas/debate/argue about to how to draw the diagram. 
Secondly, (only) one lad had the initiative to open up his auto-electrical text book, and immediately, another trainee jokingly called my attention to the fact that this lad was "cheating". 
Somehow, they all seem indoctrinated with the idea that an assigned task (produce a circuit diagram) must be approached in isolation and without recourse to text books or any other sources of information. It seems like they missed the point completely. 
I feel my work is not in teaching them how an alternator, or a bull dozer works, but in how they themselves and together, can go about learning it for themselves. 
Again, I am drawn back to the conclusion that if I attend to this, the technical learning will surely follow. 
Put up a deliberately vague notice about a vintage car show next weekend. Want to see will the lads themselves try to find more details themselves, or will they simply email me. Should be interesting.......


Wednesday, 1/12/04: Got a gentle rap on the knuckles from Liam. He was giving the lads time to have a go at the assignment and politely suggested I keep out of it. Turns out, he's right, I'm putting too much into it, and should step back and give the lads a chance.


Thursday, 2/12/04: Checked in this morning, and there are good signs of lads starting to work together to come up with solutions. I may highlight some of these postings to the group next week, to try and get them to see how WebCT should be used: To enable them to network and put heads together, not as another way to contact instructors to ask them to solve problems for them.
Two other interesting issues: One of copyright where the lads presented a diagram that looks very familiar to me(perhaps they copied and pasted it from a website or course notes). They put a copyright notice of their own on it. Liam spotted it too, and made a posting inviting them to acknowledge the input of other people into their work.
 OK, now it's back: Liam was pondering the wisdom of having 12 in the chat this afternoon. Between us we decided to go with 12 this week, see how that works, and if necessary, split them up into 2x6 for next week's chat.
Thursday afternoon, just after chat:
12 may be too many to keep up with. It was very hard to focus the lads on the discussion. There was apparently some giddiness etc. Liam said in an email that the group had been grand, so maybe it was asking too much to get them to evaluate online learning. Liam had some interesting observations that I will have to reflect on before responding. Not sure whether I'm disappointed or not. At least its all real world stuff. 
Maybe 2 groups of 6 will cut down on the giddiness.


Friday Morning, 3/12/04: Looking at the site and some good interaction between the "night shift" Paul Hickey and the "Day shift" the apprentices. They seem to be reading and taking on board what Paul has to say. He is not giving answers, but making suggestions, trying to tease out problems. It is good to see them acknowledge his input. Nice to see that interaction this morning!
Monday, 6/12/04: Group 1, the third of the four groups started out on computers today. They started with email, and immediately there was some horseplay in the email exchanges that came my way. A little disappointing, knowing that the responses were sent to a fairly wide audience. Also that this stuff is on view to the server administrator. Back in the swampy lowlands.


Tuesday, 7/12/04: Seriously thinking of renaming the swampy lowlands to-same first letter, and ending in Y, but let's not go there! Went in to take the Tuesday afternoon session as usual to find that CP have lost internet and email access. The network hub in the classroom has failed, and because we run Microsoft exchange server, the apprentices cannot even access their inboxes. We have no internet, email or WebCT. I had a quick look to see could I carry out repairs, but that means leaving the class sitting there doing nothing. It seems to be a fairly big problem, so I had to request technical support.
Had a talk, in a non-confrontational way about how the group are showing themselves to the outside world by their emails and the associated horseplay. I asked them to reflect on their behaviour. We'll have to see how it goes, if and when they get back on line.
Two of my main contributors seem to be loosing steam. They had been on everyday, making postings and interacting with the apprentices, but seem to be missing today. Maybe it is due to the course having no internet access. I have posted an explanation of the technical difficulties on the site. The Cabra server is still responding to outside access requests, the problems are purely internal.
I changed the status of all my observers from TAs to Students, and can now track them and observe their log in patterns. Some have hardly visited the site, and two have never logged in. 
I have learned that when getting people to observe an exercise like this, a much more formal process must be drawn up, whereby everyone is made aware of exactly what is required in feedback on the exercise.
There have been so many ups and downs so far, and this is only week 3. Someone making one or two visits, could not possibly get any sort of impression of what is going on with the site.
OLEs need at least one "hard nosed, never say die" champion whose sole purpose is to keep activity on the site going constantly. Some contributors start off great, but 3 weeks later, when a new group does not get the same level of feedback and interaction, they will quickly loose interest.
Participation will not happen of its own accord-it has to be nourished and encouraged.


Wednesday, 8/12/04: Midday, server back up and running. Liam emailed me and offered to "keep a better eye on them" re online behaviour. I sent back an email saying I didn't see the point in trying to MAKE them behave one way or another. I feel they are all grown men, and if that is the way they want to show themselves to the world, so be it. It is not our place to assume responsibility for their behaviour or for us to direct their learning.

I am trying to encourage self directed learning, critical thinking, and a willingness on their part to assume responsibility for their own conduct, learning and engagement. Maybe I'm wrong, and I invited comments back from Liam, but that is how I feel. I will broaden this discussion out to Tom and Paul.
I feel it is necessary to give some sort of training/input on the concept of OLE before using it. Not in the technicalities of using it, but on the underlying educational principles. Our apprentices seem to be using it only as an alternative way to get someone else to do their learning for them: instead of asking an instructor face to face for a solution, they have simply transferred this process to on line. They do not seem to have developed any learning skills despite most of them having Junior/leaving certs with a good scattering of honours.
On the observers, any future exercise would have to have the role of the observers clearly defined, and have them report back to an agreed form.


Thursday, 9/12/04: Attended an open day on WebCT in DIT Bolton Street. Saw how WebCT is used on a variety of courses. Interesting to see how the other half lives. They were very open about sharing ideas-they invited everyone, not only DIT staff, and they have a dedicated IT support section specifically for WebCT. 


Friday, 10/12/04: Last chat session with G1. Went very well. Some constructive comments. I have decided to give all four groups an online evaluation-one piece of learning from the WebCT open day yesterday. I will have to arrange for all 4 groups to have access to computers next week, for 30 mins at least. My external contributors have deserted me this week, with no warning. I think for next week it is best to rely completely on my own resources. I will set the task myself and give them feedback during the week. The thing to remember is that not everyone is as enthusiastic as me about this project! Looks silly when it's written down, because the inclination is to assume otherwise. Overall, participation by observers has been poor, and the contributors have disappeared. This type of work definitely requires a tireless champion to drive it.
Sent out my "gentle reminder" to my volunteer observers. One who had never looked in did so now and made a posting, but to a group who had finished computer week. Sent an email thanking him (via WebCT). The other person was looking in for only the second time since the exercise began. Two other observers sent automated replies to my gentle reminder.
Sunday, 12/12/04: The WebCT site resembles the Marie Celeste-no sign of anybody! I feel like emailing Edith to reassure her. We spoke briefly on Saturday, and she is having similar problems.
I am preparing for the last week of the exercise by posting the assignment for the last of the four groups to take part. I had been letting two of my "observer/contributors" do this, but they disappeared without trace during the week, and apprentices were making postings, with no one to reply to them.
Thus far, I am disappointed with the response from my observer group. They consist of past pupils, instructors, and training managers from industry, as well as people from education.
Many of these people are from a technical background, and they could easily have responded to postings, but it turns out they have not even been logging into the site. I have changed them all from TAs to Students, so I can monitor their input.


I emailed Liam the assignment, and because it is the last week, have decided to let him decide when he wants to introduce WebCT. I will be in Tuesday afternoon for my usual input. Up to this, I was introducing them to the OLE, but this week, if Liam wants to, he can.
I suspect that Liam, for the best of reasons, and with the best of intentions, ensured that this week's chat was more constructive and better behaved than usual. It was "too good", and I even emailed him asking was he standing over them with a big stick! He denied it, but I know he had a practice chat session with them before hand.
I had to think long and hard about it, but in the end decided that all we should be doing is showing them the environment, how it works and all the possible benefits, then letting them at it. 
They are all grown men, and if they choose to misbehave, if we simply suppress that behaviour, we will never understand it, and thus we will never learn how to deal with it. This work is now, among other things, a piece of action research, and while I acknowledge myself and Liam are involved, I want to limit the extent to which we "warp" events to a minimum. 
I'm walking a thin line here: on the one hand, it is a learning exercise, and each week I have been taking what I learn and using it to improve the next week. On the other hand, if we interfere too much, we will change the reality of the situation-suppressing bad behaviour is a prime example. 
I could suppress it by force, e.g.: threaten to throw them out of the class. But what purpose will that serve? For now, I am convinced that observing whatever transpires during the week, discussing it, reflecting on it, and then making a measured response on the next course is the way to go. 
Suppressing the behaviour is only treating the symptoms. We need to confront the cause. We cannot make them behave, and we would be doing them no favours by assuming their responsibility to behave. 
I may regret this, but this will be the approach for the last week.
On a different front, Karen spoke to the entire GEM 2 class on Saturday morning about her assignment. She is also trying to encourage participation. 
I had avoided making a posting for fear it would seem contrived, but after Saturday's session, I had some genuine comments to make, so up they went. Hope something comes from it in the way of debate. 

Monday, 13/12/04: Almost afraid to make this posting, but, today, everything went all right! The last of the four groups started on WebCT. I left the decision of when to start them on WebCT to Liam, and he enrolled them early today. I will have them for my usual Tuesday afternoon session, but because they are up and running, I intend only to speak to them briefly about the exercise, and leave them at it. 
This is not only a matter of choice-circumstances dictate this approach as well. Two of the usual instructors are missing, meaning I will have 2 classes to take: one workshop session on steering geometry and the computer session.
 The new group today made more postings in one day than two of the other groups did in the entire week. The postings were of good quality, and their internet searching strategies seem to have improved no end-they found (and shared) several interesting sites. 
I'm happy I chose this week's assignment for 2 reasons:
1. The topic is more realistic and more within the scope of a young inexperienced apprentice. Many of them would have already had an interest in "souping up" engines, so they would be very interested in the topic.
2. In order to support the discussion at an engineering technical level, I can cover this topic with a minimum of research. In previous weeks, this engineering technical support had been quite time absorbing. To a certain extent, two of my volunteer contributors had been doing this (for a week and a half at least), but for some reason, they have not visited the site or contributed for a week now. As we near Christmas, I am noticing a tail off in visits from all my observer group. This is understandable for the time of year that’s in it.
I have also been analysing Liam's postings, and his years of experience in education are showing through. He is thinking along the same lines as me, in that he is now encouraging the apprentices to comment on each others' efforts, share resources, and draw ideas from other people's postings. Most of the lads made postings under headings such as "Lighten the flywheel" or "fit a turbo-charger" and Liam is now encouraging them to expand on these headings-for example: "WHY lighten the flywheel" etc. We hadn't discussed this yet, but he is obviously keen to guide their learning to the next stage-collaboration, sharing, thinking, reflecting, digging ever deeper. 
I'm more than happy to take a back seat and watch what happens. I have emailed Liam separately with suggestions and observations, but have made no postings. I want to encourage the lads to come up with the answers themselves. There may be a need for me to step in from time to time with technical input and hints, but I feel that for the moment, it is an advantage that Liam is not a mechanic, but is an educator. He can gently nudge them toward new learning, learning they have never tried before. I say leave him at it, and at the end of the week, point out to the lads the major leap they have made. Knock on wood, I'm very pleased with the day. Tomorrow may be different-two classes at the one time, one in the workshops and one in the computer room. I'm taking the optimistic view that all will go well. I intend to talk to both groups and explain the instructor situation to them, and ask them for that extra bit of cooperation. I think I'll get it.


Tuesday, 14/12/04: In covering a different class, and had two classes in the afternoon. This limited the amount of time I could spend with the computer class-30 minutes as opposed to the usual 90 minutes. Had a good chat with them, gave them an overview of the exercise and left them at it. They are an unusual group in that when I set them a task in the face to face session, they immediately and freely debated and exchanged ideas with each other. 
The day went well, despite having to cover 2 groups. Liam is back tomorrow, and I am in the training centre covering a different group. However, I intend to continue conducting the WebCT the way we have been, as it has been quite successful thus far. I will continue to take a back seat and give the apprentices free reign to take on more and more responsibility.
Some of the lads were enquiring about night classes in the DIT, so I put the ball back in their court: I suggested he poll all the course members via WebCT mail, and when he had a list of names, he should contact the Assistant Head of the Transport Engineering Department himself and see would they lay on classes for them. The DIT manager is one of my "observers", so it should be interesting to see if the apprentice can carry the exercise through. The encouraging and pleasing thing about this was that the young lad was quite happy to take this on, and was quite competent at using WebCT-confident enough to conduct his bit of research and approach another educational institution with the information he gathers. That has to be a step in the right direction-taking on responsibility for his (and his friends') learning.


Wednesday, 15/12/04: Another good day. I am involved with a different group, but continue to observe WebCT. I am genuinely impressed with the efforts of this group. For apprentices new to the trade, I am genuinely impressed with the standard of their contributions, and the way they have taken to using computers and WebCT. They continue to use WebCT, which is only a small part of the week. They also have electronics as well as exercises in word and excel. 
I am delighted the issue of online conduct has evaporated. Myself and Liam debated it long and hard last week, and I broadened out the discussion to some colleagues. It was worth it in the end, because conduct has been impeccable. I have to say, that in my face to face session, they were a lively group, and a little giddy, but they have also proven themselves to be excellent contributors and learners. At the end of the day, they are all still teenagers, and if they can still have a little fun, and I see them commit to their learning in a positive way, then everyone wins.
I have noticed a lot of friendly ribbing between the groups about their WebCT projects. The latest group made as many postings in the first day, as did 2 of the other groups in the whole week. A lot of this was down to me learning from my earlier mistakes and getting my act together in enrolling and stimulating debate, but group 2 seem to be happy to take credit!
Another positive sign today: 2 of the 4 groups were let off for the afternoon to visit the DIT in Bolton Street for the Apprentice of the year competitions. More than half the members of the computer group came back to Cabra and AKSED to go back into the computer room to continue work on their projects. Little things like this are very encouraging.
Have decided to conduct my online evaluation this week, because next week is Christmas week, and most of our lads are from the country. I am sure their minds will be elsewhere next week, so I will survey them this week.
Thursday, 16/12/04: Started the process of evaluating the exercise today. Got 2 groups to complete an online survey today. Hope to get the other 2 through tomorrow, and to have next week to facilitate anyone who missed the opportunity this week. 
WebCT is a very powerful tool for gathering data. I was really impressed. Unlike a hard copy questionnaire, most people have filled in all questions and given qualitative feedback. This is most unusual-from past experience, when asked to add comments, most apprentices would not. Yet, on line, most were willing to do this, and in a very constructive way.


Friday, 17/12/04: Got all available trainees into the computer room in the course of the morning to complete the survey. I realised I needed to get as many of them as possible this week, as there may be problems with attendance next week.
Two of my observers have looked in on the site since I sent out the reminder emails, but 2 people who were constantly logging in and contributing for the first half of the exercise are still "missing in action". I know it is a very busy time of year, and I have got some emails from other observers apologising and promising to look in shortly.
Got some written feedback from Liam, and he has similar observations to make on observers/contributors: that they be made aware of the level of commitment it takes to participate in an exercise like this.


Sunday, 19/12/04: Yesterday, I emailed my "final reminders" to my observers. In it, I acknowledged how difficult it was to find time to look at an OLE and give feedback, and thanked them for their efforts. Looking at the log in patterns, I am not very optimistic about getting much feedback-even if I do, only 2 or 3 have looked in with any sort of frequency. How much weight do I attach to other observers' opinions if they have only logged in the once? It's just a matter of wait and see.
On the setting up Moodle front, four of us got together yesterday and Conor gave us an input on how he got up and running. I had a go myself after that, and got very close on one installation, but eventually could only access my own course as a guest! Obviously still doing something wrong, but I have to put that on the back burner for the moment, as it is hugely time absorbing-assignments beckon!
Monday, 20/12/04: Two of my observers have surfaced. One has given me some feedback via email, and the other has promised feedback later today. I know he has logged in four times over the course of the exercise, and he is supportive of projects like this. I also expect him to offer both negative and positive feedback, which should be interesting.


Tuesday, 21/12/04: No sign of the promised feedback from my observer. Another observer looked in today for the first time, but no sign of feed back. Some of the lads have been logging into WebCT, and one or two discussion carry on. I hope to keep it going if I can. Others tried to log on, but the server told them their accounts had expired. The server administrator was not around to explain, or sort this out. It was a little disappointing. It seems to be the lads from one particular group, and they wanted to use email and WebCT. Not much hope of sorting it out this side of Christmas. All I can do is try and get them back in for the new year, and hopefully encourage the use of WebCT from a distance.


Thursday, 23/12/04: This entry more or less wraps up the OLE aspects of the learning journal. I have sent out a lot of gentle reminders to the observers and contributors, but I reckon if it has not happened by now, it's not going to happen. I will work with whatever feedback I have. 

Appendix G

Extract From: 

Subject Matter Experts Report.

Appendix H:

Compact Disc containing the questionnaire given to the new class of C.P. apprentices, November, 2004.

The disc also contains a compilation of the results of this survey in an excel spreadsheet. An explanation of the abbreviations used is given in the spreadsheet.











