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Distance learning in shipping

DECK

Is distance learning, over the internet and satellite communications, the solution to shipping’s training problem?

Everybody agrees that the maritime industry has serious training problems. There is an estimated 4 per cent shortage of qualified officers and 40 per cent of officers are aged over 50 and soon to retire. 

Possibly a more serious point is that seafarers are much less likely to stick with the same employer as they were a few years ago, and so employers have much less incentive to invest resources into training them. Sometimes governments pay for the cost of training seafarers but often they have to pay for it themselves. 

The shelf life of maritime knowledge is rapidly going down. 200 years ago, a seafarer could spend 50 years of a career at sea, learning more and gradually working up the ranks. Now seafarers often have shipboard careers of about 5 years; new technology systems are being introduced all the time that they need to learn how to use and knowledge goes out of date rapidly. 

The maritime industry needs to find ways to train maritime skills quickly and cheaply, and being able to train seafarers onboard vessels, or over the internet while they are at home, can easily be a great deal cheaper than taking them off vessels to spend time in maritime training colleges. 

There have been training videos and simple software tools for a number of years, which can impart knowledge and ask questions about it. But when a human instructor can be involved in the training, a great deal more can be done. 

The instructor can motivate the student and issue certificates. With more complex training, the instructor can mark essays, grade a student’s performance in a simulation package and conduct “classes” over internet chat. 

Of course, ship shore communications services currently available are not fast enough to handle video or large amounts of data sent between ship and shore. But with a bit of thought it is possible to reduce the data transfer requirement, by providing a large amount of the necessary materials posted to the ship on a low cost CD. 

Most vessels can handle sending small e-mails in a relatively cost effective manner, and this can include test scores, essays, data describing how a student performed on a simulation package or just questions and answers. 
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Blended learning

The latest buzz phrase in computer education circles is “blended learning, combining different educational techniques to create the most effective way to train people maritime skills.

Different educational 
techniques include: videos; computer games which teach simple facts; books; written exercises; computer simulation packages; human tutors; classroom training; computer games; and actual hands on experience onboard a vessel.

All of these can be combined to create an educational package. For example, an educational establishment can put through a course, which involves real human tutors, co-ordinating students through a serious of computer simulations, video and book learning and testing onboard the vessel. With the co-operation of the ship’s officers, they can use the equipment onboard the ships, for example to make telephone calls, and then the officers can sign to say that the work was completed. 

Some knowledge, for example simple skills about what to do in various situations where there is just one right answer, are relatively easy to train using a computer. The software tells the student the knowledge, tests the knowledge, and goes around and around until the student learns it, similar to the task of learning a list of foreign language vocabulary. 

More complex skills require a mixture of real experience. People need to be trained to make decisions, which do not have any right or wrong answers and are therefore harder for a computer to assess. 

At a management level, people are expected to synthesise information, evaluate and reach judgements; simulation packages can be developed which allow people to practise these skills. 

But here computers can help. Simulators have been developed for a range of different complex skills, such as ship navigation, engine management and ship-shore communications. 

With complex simulations, it is much more difficult for the computer to assess performance, since there is no “correct” way to navigate a vessel. However an experienced instructor can assess the quality of the navigation. 

There are also many elements of a learning process. First the student has to be motivated to begin. Then the student follows a structured course, normally followed by a test and a certification. Computers can be involved in all of these processes. 

Traditionally of course, maritime training has always been provided in the form of an apprenticeship scheme, where trainees learned what they needed both on the job. But some apprenticeship schemes worked better than others. 

“The best apprenticeship schemes were brilliant,” comments Chris Haughton, deputy managing director of computer based training company VideoTel. “But some apprentices spent four years and hardly learned anything. They just spent 4 years scrubbing the decks.” 

“There’s no better way to learn the operational aspects of running a ship more than doing it on a ship,” he acknowledges. “But I’m not going to say that everything can be done on a ship. 

“There are great wadges of academic study officers need to do. Going to colleges is still important for academic work and law; also fire courses can only done in a fire school.” 
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Motivations to learning

One of the hardest issues for developers of computer based training materials is working out how to actually motivate students to use it. “We don’t want learning packages being used as babysitters, when they put the video on and everybody keeps quiet,” comments Mr Haughton. “We want the pause button to be used.”

Motivation for learning is an issue hardly anybody really understands. Plenty of people believe that money is the prime motivating force, and people learn so they can get certificates and get more money. Other people believe that while people might initially learn so they can get a job, once they have a job, the motivations are more complex. 

Learning is, of course, its own motivation; people like to develop and see themselves developing and going somewhere, and this is nearly always a more powerful and profound motivation than just the thought that they might earn more money as they move up the ranks. 

“Money isn’t an issue,” asserts Mr Haughton. “There’s plenty of research which evidences that there’s many more motivational factors. There are a lot of human factors.”

One major motivation factor is the recognition they get having completed a training course, which is often provided in the form of a certificate. 

The most powerful motivating factor of all, of course, is to create a whole culture of training, where people are used to learning things all the time, such as the culture of a military organisation. 

“In my experience, I find that training begets training,” comments Mr Haughton. “If they see their levels of experience, they thirst for more. We’re dealing with people’s hopes, aspirations and thought processes.”
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VideoTel

UK company VideoTel, probably the foremost manufacturer of training videos for the maritime industry, is making its own moves into the computer based training market. 

Chris Haughton, recently appointed deputy managing director, was previously Head of the School of Maritime Operations at Blackpool and The Fylde College, and as such brings a great amount of knowledge about combining the fields of classroom maritime training into the computer based training industry. 

VideoTel produces an enormous range of videos for the maritime industry, on subjects such as dealing with shock onboard, good bunkering practise, transportation of bulk chemicals. The catalogue has been built up over a number of years and is used in over 450 colleges. 

The company has recently started creating interactive computer programs supplied on CD-ROMs, covering such topics as bridge resource management. The CD-ROMs can go much further than video; the student can stop and start. 

A recent new development was the collision avoidance program, launched last year with the backing of the Standard Steamship Owners' Protection and Indemnity Association Ltd, as a means of helping seafarers learn techniques for avoiding collisions. The software can run on a simple laptop computer. 

“We’ve tried to make this not simply question and answer,” comments Mr Haughton. “There are some instances where more than one answer can be correct.” 
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Safety training initiative

VideoTel is currently developing a safety training initiative, which take the company, for the first time, beyond just providing safety materials. It will produce a whole training service.

Students will be able to enrol on the course and follow a package of learning, including quizzes and tests. Students will gather evidence onboard the vessel, for example conduct risk assessments onboard. A senior officer will sign to say they’ve seen the student doing the work. 

The files will then be sent back to the UK and assessed by qualified assessors. Students can continue with the same course as they move from ship to ship. Eventually, a certificate will be awarded. There will be no time constraints.

There does not need to be any time constraint on the program; students can complete it in their own time, both working on board and on shore. It does not matter whether the vessel has an e-mail connection or not; if it doesn’t they can still use coursework on paper, or maybe run software from a CD-ROM if the vessel has a computer seafarers can use. 
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ITS Training Services

UK company ITS Training services (www.itstraining.co.uk) is already looking at the possibility of providing training to seafarers, possibly to help them develop skills they can use after a career at sea.

ITS has built up a business providing training mainly to shipping companies, manufacturers’ shipping departments, and also to freight forwarders. It also has a close relationship with the Institute of Chartered Shipbrokers. 

Its training materials cover all the necessary documentation, types of contracts and ways shippers can make sure they’re legally protected with hauliers and shipping lines. It looks at issues such as freight duties and how changes to them can affect economic viability of shipping to a particular area. Other courses include working with port agents and ship agents, with letters of credit law. 

ITS actually provides its own training courses, which are given through a mixture of in-house and freelance lecturers. Some of the courses take place at ITS premises in Felixstowe, and others are in centres around the United Kingdom. 

ITS has explored the issue of electronic training; it provides training courses on CD-ROMs, which include provision of information and testing. The company is keen to expand this part of the business. 
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ENROL

ITS has developed ENROL, an internet-based training and assessment system. Running over the Microsoft Net Meeting software, all the information is provided either directly from a central server or posted to the student on a CD-ROM.

ITS has blended together many different technologies in this service. Students can talk to a real tutor over the internet using voice over IP. They can complete a test online.

To verify that it is the student, not a qualified friend who is completing the test online, students have to sign their signature on a computer writing tool, which verifies the signature from its shape and the speed at which the various letters and loops in it are written. Tutors can even watch the student using a web cam, which can also be used to check that it is the student who is using the computer. 

The test can be set up so students have limited time to complete it, or so they only get one chance to get the answer right. They are given their score immediately after they complete the test, which is then saved on ITS’ central server. Students can have text-based discussions with their tutors. 

Chat forums have been developed, enabling a tutor to have a chat with students, or even several students all at the same time. 

