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What seafarers think of computer based training 

DECK HEAD

Divay Goel interviewed a group of seafarers in Delhi to find out if many shipping companies provide computer based training tools and what they think about it 

BODY 

The learning environment is changing rapidly and so are the students-be it in the maritime field also. 

There is a need to cater to the present crop of students who are inquisitive, have a great thirst for knowledge and are on the move all the time. 

Knowledge is to be delivered to them at their own place in their own time instead of them seeking it from traditional sources. 

Advancement in information technology makes this possible and the trainers need to deviate from the old tradition of classroom teaching for learning to be more effective. 

However, as with any other industry, shipping also has its own peculiarities that have to be taken into account when introducing novel concepts to aid learning.
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Remote learning

Remote learning is not an unknown concept for seafarers. 

As an example, Tolani Maritime Education (TMI) in collaboration with the Birla Institute of Technology and Science (BITS) Pilani in India, have introduced a "Distance Learning Programme" for shipboard cadets, training to become Navigating Officers as well as Engineer Officers. 

The TMI-BITS Distance Learning courseware is supplemented with prescribed additional study material sourced from globally recognised and respected institutions like the Nautical Institute, UK. 

The TMI-BITS Distance Learning Programmes have been accredited by the Directorate General of Shipping, Ministry of Shipping, Government of India and satisfies the requirements of structured training laid down by STCW '95. 

The Indian Directorate General of Shipping has approved this Programme as a Structured Shipboard Training Programme (SSTP). 

As per STCW '95 Convention, a cadet who has completed Pre Sea Training (from a recognised institution) and SSTP becomes eligible to appear for the Second Mate Competency Examination after 24 months of sea time as a cadet. 

All others will have to complete 36 months of sea time to be eligible to appear for the Second Mate Competency Examination. Therefore a cadet can save get a remission of up to 12 months of sea time in case he follows an approved distance learning program.

The performance of a cadet is assessed through technical journals, submitted every month, and written tests, submitted every two months. 

Technical journals have to be submitted every month and are used to assess a student's comprehension of study material and mastery of skills. Evaluation of the technical journals also takes into account comments and assessment done by the Shipboard Training Officer, designated as the mentor of the cadet while onboard ship.

There are a total of three "open-book" tests conducted at the end of the second, fourth and sixth months respectively. The first two tests focus on the modules covered in the first four months while the final comprehensive test covers all the modules learnt in the entire semester.

TMI-BITS faculty members then send detailed comments to students on the monthly Journals and test answers; identifying mistakes and suggesting appropriate supplemental tasks, material review or repetition.

Rather than use satellite communications, the TMI-BITS Distance Learning courseware is distributed to students onboard worldwide by conventional postal means. 

The courseware is sent to the manning office of the shipping company, from where it is forwarded to the shipping company’s agent/representative at which the vessel is to call next. 

The agent then delivers the courseware to the master of the vessel as it arrives at that port along with the other mail. The master of the vessel then passes the courseware to the student/cadet. 
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Internet communications

Some seafarers are of the opinion that this kind of distance learning can also be achieved by employing more modern technologies for data transfer such as the internet. 

However, again the lack of number of Computers as well as associated peripherals such as printers for personal use on a seagoing vessel hinders such developments.  
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Interviews

We interviewed five seafarers in Delhi to get their opinion on Computer Based Training (CBT) for seafarers. 

The seafarers interviewed were from the age group 25 to 35 and were from both the deck and engine side.

Three (one working for a tanker ship owning company based out of Europe and the other two for a ship manager based out of Hong Kong)  of the five seafarers interviewed said that they had never ever worked on any CBT module. 

However, a seafarer interviewed from Wallems Ship Management (Hong Kong) had used CBT. 

He indicated that the company requires its seafarers to undergo a week's ashore training every time prior to re-joining ship. 

This on shore training consists of CBT also.  

Another  marine engineer who had been sailing on vessels owned by Bergesen d.y. ASA said that he had used CBT on board also, and CBT modules used also related to safety procedures on the correct use of various machineries in the engine room.

All of the seafarers had seen Videotel movies and were aware of onboard training via electronic means. 

Even though the majority had not used CBT, but they had some of the following suggestions on how it can be useful, in case shipping companies think of deploying the same.

The CBT package can be in two forms-an offline training module (in the form of Compact Disc     (CD) . or an “online” interactive module in which the student interacts with relevant experts on shore on a regular basis. 
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Offline and online CBT 

The offline CBT for ships can be in form of:

· Manuals for various machines on board

· Company Safety Management System Manuals

· Fire & Personal Safety simulation modules

· Training modules for the Junior Officers on board.

· Modules for certain certifications required by the seafarer

Offline CBT in form of tutorials of relevant short training courses can also be helpful for the seafarer. For example, the Oil Pollution Act familiarisation certification can be obtained by undergoing a course on board ship and then appearing for the exam from the ship itself.

The offline CBT can also be in the form of operational or training manuals for the various machineries on board. The use of graphics and multimedia will make it very convenient for the user to comprehend the proper functioning of the machines and any technicalities involved in its operations.  Officers on board ships at the time of installation of a new equipment generally benefit from close liaison with the manufacturers’ representatives but, in many cases, officers joining later have to rely on ‘cascade training’, i.e. passing on knowledge from one officer who has been trained to his relief who has not. This training method is fraught with the potential for serious errors to creep into the use of any systems. 

The online mode of training would be helpful as it would provide regular interaction with the experts on-shore and any query can be addressed in real time. 

The online CBT can also help the seafarers appear for certain examinations online which they had to miss earlier just because they were sailing. 
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Seafarer’s concerns about shipboard CBT

A typical working schedule of seafarers on board a ship entails eight hours of navigational or engine-room watch everyday. Apart from this there are certain other jobs which require 3-4 hours daily for all the officers and the crew. 

Most of the seafarers, however felt that inspite of this hectic work schedule, a seafarer can easily put in 3-4 hours a week more for CBT modules.

For providing CBT on board there has to a dedicated computer on the ship. 

This system can be a laptop which can be kept in the custody of the Master or the Chief Officer. They can then issue it to the officers and crew for undergoing CBT. 

Most of the seafarers believed that a laptop will enable mobility and convenience as it can be carried to individual’s cabins where the concerned officer and crew can do the modules on CBT. 

CBT definitely entails cost for the ship owner or operator in terms of the associated hardware and software. However, most seafarers feel that this cost can be offset by the benefits that the CBT would provide.

The use of CBT that is a manual for machinery on board will result in their better handling. 

The CBT relating to Company Safety management System will enable the company to monitor the employee’s awareness towards the company procedures. This can be done by incorporating certain small examinations or questionnaires to be filled by everybody undergoing training on the CBT. 

