HEADING

Seamanship’s online assessment system

DECK HEAD

Seamanship International’s new training software for deck and engineer officers uses an innovative system of assessment. Jayde Card spoke to Iain Macneil about life without multiple guess

http://www.seamanship.co.uk
BODY

It seems that seafarers are getting out there and doing it for themselves. Iain Macneil is an ex-seafarer who identified an inadequacy in the industry and had the initiative to take on the challenge of finding a solution. 

He was working for Exxon when he started studying for his Master’s ticket and began to realise a need for better training materials. 

Two months into his studies he got a redundancy from Exxon, who was still feeling the fallout from the Valdez disaster.

Not long after in 1997, Mr Macneil was in Glasgow with his brother, who was working in software for the UK Ministry of Defence. Over a beer, as all good stories go, the two brothers discussed how software could be used to improve training programs, particularly for deck and engineer officers. The discussion prompted the later creation of Seamanship International.

SUBHEAD

Seamanship Examiner

Following an eight month period of observation and research, Mr Macneil embarked on creating the first program – ‘Macneil’s Seamanship Examiner’. 

Working three weeks on - three weeks off aboard a vessel in the North Sea, he forged ahead creating the content. 

The first version of Seamanship Examiner was ready in December 1998, and was pitched primarily at students. The program takes the knowledge and information required to cover the syllabuses from first certificate of competency through to the Class 1 certificate and compiles this into an accessible format.

The training program consists of information derived from various sources including The Nautical Institute, the Maritime and Coastguard Agency, the Health and Safety Executive and the UK Hydrographic Office and the International Maritime Organisation.
The software was initially sold directly to seafarers as a means of self-teaching. Mr Macneil commented that it often happened that users recommended the program to their companies, who then purchased it as a training tool for the vessel or fleet. Within six months there were sales in 40 countries in the world. 

Following the success of Seamanship Examiner, Mr Macneil decided expansion was worth the risk. He re-mortgaged his home and liquidated shares to buy the company a year’s breathing space in which to develop new products. This was a little over three years ago - the company now has 17 individual products, for deck officers, engineer offices, shipping companies and yachting. 

SUBHEAD

Multiple Guess

Initially the software was designed as self-paced study with self assessment. 

With the introduction of the software into commercial shipping, Mr Macneil sought to devise an alternate assessment method. 

To him multiple choice meant multiple guess -“Even if they don’t know anything they’ll still get 25% right,” he said. Multiple choice could be easily marked by a computer, but it didn’t give an accurate measure of a candidate’s competency. 

Mr Macneil was prompted to ask himself; “If I didn’t sit for my certificate after four years of study as a multiple choice test, why should candidates do that after the training module?” 

He asked around and it seemed that no one had really thought about it. He was told that it was just the way it had always been done. 

Challenging this paradigm, Mr Macneil was determined to devise a more “intelligent system that when given a question a candidate could put an answer”; one that couldn’t involve guesswork. 

At the end of 2000 he started looking for a means of achieving this. He had read university papers that talked about qualitative test analysis, but when he actually tried to find an off the shelf version into which he could shoehorn his data, he realised the product only existed in the university papers, or if the idea had been employed, it had been designed for one specific need only and couldn’t be used for other purposes. 

After five months, Seamanship International had their first beta model. From July 2001 colleagues with seafaring experience were asked to test the product. It was also tested by students and lecturers at the nautical college in Glasgow. The feed-back provided the company with the chance to fine tune the assessment engine. 

SUBHEAD

Seamanship Training

Seamanship Training, a “competency based assessment and training software system for deck and engineer officers,” was launched in September 2002. 

The software contains over 10,000 competency related questions in eight learning sections: Navigation and collision; deck general; cargo; ship stability; safety; engineering knowledge; engineering OOW; and engineering management. There are 90 modules in the package and all new software developments are included with an annual license. 

In the past it has proven hard to motivate people to train. Mr Macneil commented that Seamanship Training provides students with a certificate of competency at the successful completion of the program, an effective motivator. 

The software can be set up aboard a vessel and used by crew in their own time. It caters to all levels and has been used by seafarers not only to study, but also as a means of refreshing and/or updating their knowledge. 

In addition, Mr Macneil suggested that providing seafarers with access to the software may act to lessen fears or concerns associated with training and, in turn, may prompt some, now knowing what to expect, to take up a course. 

The software is designed like the ubiquitous Microsoft programs, enabling intuitive use. Mr Macneil suggests it takes about two minutes to navigate around the software and work out how to use it, with the most difficult element being the assessment section. 

Knowing this, Mr Macneil included a demo that guides both assessors and candidates step by step through the assessment program.

Mr Macneil commented that unlike other training packages that are predominated by task based duties, Seamanship Training incorporates all areas of knowledge. In The Seamanship Training package he wanted to include all possible scenarios, commenting, “We left no stone unturned.”

 In addition, Seamanship Training is able to accommodate a companies own procedures, which can be added to the program as a patch or a company specific version can be created.

Mr Macneil noted that seafarers are good at remembering formulas, however training manuals often display only the question and the answer, from which the student will work backwards to determine how to solve the problem. For this reason, he ensured that modules in Seamanship training taught students, rather than requiring them to effectively teach themselves, by displaying all steps in a solution. 

The program was designed with limited data on each page. This way the candidate is constantly moving through the pages and subsequently feels as though they are making progress. 

The software includes some complementary footage excerpts, usually about 90 seconds or so long, a somewhat more watchable length than the 30 minute long videos frequently used in training programs. 

SUBHEAD

Intelligent Assessment

Although proud of the training modules, Mr Macneil noted, “The clever bit is what you do with it”. 

Computer based training packages in the past have focused all “efforts on method of message, not assessment,” said Mr Macneil. The real point of differentiation for Seamanship training is its multiple-choice-free assessment, referred to by Seamanship International as the ‘intelligent assessment system’. 

Assessments can be done remotely from shore or a learning institution, or on the ship. 

The assessors determine the questions and configure the test, including how much time a candidate may have per question.

The candidate can access a statistical data summary of their results. The summary includes graphs that visually illustrate strengths and weaknesses in the different areas tested. 

“Training has to be measured in some way, said Mr Macneil, “Companies want to know what the return is on their investment. They want tangible results.” 

Statistical summaries can be used by a shipping company to examine the skills of all its seafarers. Mr Macneil also notes that the data has been used by personnel departments to assess trainees/ seafarers during the recruitment process, including testing them at the interview stage. Consequently, supervisors are no longer required to spend long periods away from their jobs while they discuss the merits of individual seafarers. 

Recent recruitment problems have seen a reduction of entry criteria for seafarers. In light of this, Seamanship International highlights the usefulness of Seamanship Training in ensuring the skill level of a company’s seafarers meet specified standards. 

It notes; Seamanship training “can be used to validate your company’s compliance with the ISM code. The code requires that training is provided in support of the Safety Management System and recorded in crew members’ files.”
SUBHEAD

Getting it right

The assessment program is text sensitive, spelling mistakes appear in red and can be immediately corrected by the candidate. The program will scan the text for synonyms and common abbreviations when analysing answers. Still, there is some level of manual input. 

The assessor reviews the test, re-examining only answers marked wrong by the program, and determines whether these answers are actually correct. 

“We can’t get it 100% accurate,” said Mr Macneil. “Different companies do things differently.” 

If the assessor finds an answer the program has marked wrong, which they have later marked correct, an automatic option comes up to email the answer to Seamanship International. This enables the company to incorporate the answer into the program in the next upgrade, ensuring they are marked correct. In this way, the company is able to learn from its own marketplace.

Seamanship International is looking to improve the products on offer further. The company plans to add enhancements to track the training side so that it is possible to see how long a trainee has studied each module and, in turn, instigate or suggest testing when they have studied for a pre-determined number of hours. This indication of when to assess could come in handy for both candidates and assessors. 

