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The RNLI, which operates the UK’s lifeboat stations, is putting a computer based training system in place that it expects will save GBP 80k in its first year of use.

The 80k is calculated based on the savings RNLI will make from not having to pay travel expenses and accommodation for its volunteers to visit its class training centre in Poole.

Altogether, RNLI has to train about 4,500 seafarers and 5,500 assistants. Ultimately, these people will cover about 15 to 20 per cent of all the company’s training on computer software.

The system will be built up in a series of packages and distributed out to the lifeboat station. 

About six packages have been produced so far by UK computer based training company Gossip Multimedia, each of which provides about two and a half hours of learning. The target is to generate about six packages a year. 

The target; every unit in the RNLI’s competence framework will be covered by one learning method by the end of 2003, and 10 per cent covered by two or more, with the different learning methods being e-learning, classes, books and videos. 

Efforts have been made to improve the realism of the training package. For example, in a fire in the engine room training package, the student only has a limited time to solve the problem, as they would in a real life situation. 

The foundation of a central management system for the training is being built with a central database, hosted on an intranet system, that will include those courses people have taken and their scores.
The database system enables instructors to gain an overview, for example of the level of training of volunteers at a particular station, or areas where individuals need additional help. 
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Flexible

The package provides a flexible approach to training lifesaving skills, which should reduce the amount of residential courses required. Crew members can learn skills at lifeboat stations around the UK or at home. 

An emphasis has been placed on producing a training package that is as flexible as possible, to suit the different ways people want to learn; whether they prefer to sit down to classes, computer learning or videos. 

Skills taught using the software include survival at sea, man overboard, effects of the cold, fire extinguishing, engine room fire and fire procedure.

The techniques are taught using video simulations and audio, tested by multiple choice questions, with results provided at the end of the course. 

The course is currently provided on a CD, although it might be provided over the internet once more people have high bandwidth connections. 

RNLI acknowledges that the computer packages will never replace training at sea, or classroom training. But it can teach the knowledge that goes behind these skills, even though it will never replace the interpersonal skills. 

“For example if you’re going to be the coxswain of a lifeboat you must know the COLREGs,” says RNLI’s ooperations training manager, Chris Wilkinson. “The underpinning knowledge is both teachable and assessable remotely.”

“At the end of the day you’ve got to get people out there. There’s no substitute for actual practice,” he says. “But you’re trying to cut down on the number of times that individuals have to attend formal, instructor led training.” 

In some cases, the computer system replaces a testing mechanism that was already in place. For example, for the shipboard mechanics, crew were already required to take an oral examination of questions, which the computer systems now supplement by helping train crewmembers for their aural exam. “They’ve essentially prelearnt, so when the instructor turns up they get as close as straight as we can to direct assessment.”

Inspectors regularly visit RNLI stations at random, and ask them questions to check the volunteers are on top of the knowledge that they need. The software helps them make sure they are on top of it. 
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Computers

One of the biggest problems involved has been taking onboard the huge variance in quality of computer systems being used by RNLI volunteers around the UK.

While it might be normal for offices to replace their computers every three years, many people are still using a handed down older generation of PCs in their homes, with low graphics and processing capacity, which could not run the software. 

There are still plenty of problems with internet connectivity in remote areas of the UK. 

Despite such a large number of users, the RNLI never created a dedicated telephone support centre, but this doesn’t stop users from phoning in at any time of day or night with problems, with the calls normally being taken by instructors off duty on their mobile phones. 
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Relevance to commercial marine

Mr Wilkinson believes that the training issues that deep sea seafarers face are very similar to the training issues of lifeboat men, with the possible exception of search and rescue techniques. 

“The bulk of the skill is first aid, seamanship, basic mechanical engineering,” he says. 

It is possible that RNLI may consider licensing out the software to commercial shipping companies as an additional revenue stream. Having staff learn more on computers at home also means that there is spare training capacity at its training headquarters in Poole, which could also be sold to shipping companies. 

The RNLI is currently installing a full mission training simulator built by Transas at its training centre in Poole, UK, at a cost of around GBP 250K. 

