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Students taking part in work experience or joining the workforce for the first time often experience difficulties because they do not understand the social culture of the position and the relationships involved.
“Lack of social competence often poses a major obstacle to successful employment and independent living for individuals with mental retardation , 214” (Black and Langone 1997, 214)
Through a flexible learning program, addressing elements of Workplace Social Capital using scenario based computer activities this project aims to provide a less stressful and more successful transition into the culture of the workplace.
The Problem
Two major issues arise for schools in preparing students for the transition from school to the workplace:

· Students taking part in work experience or joining the workforce for the first time often undergo difficulties because they have no awareness of the social culture of the position and the relationships involved.(Cohen and Prusak 2001; Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Business Council of Australia 2002; Pardy 2004)
· At Hamilton Secondary College many student in their final years are not available to take part in regular time tabled face to face classes. Many are involved in individual full day off campus programs (such as Daws Road Centre or Prospect Centre) involving skills development, or on going work experience placement. As a result teachers find difficulty in presenting a consistent traditional linear program to a group where individual students may be regularly absent taking part in other valuable activities outside the school.  Many students face “catch up” sessions because their program does not allow them to fit the school’s regular time table arrangements.
Rationale

Two major conclusions emerge from the review of literature examining the difficulties facing new workers:

1. non cognitive factors are important in maintaining paid employment 
2. the development of Social Skills may be greatly influenced by Social Awareness
It is the development of these assets that determines the maintenance and continuity of a work placement or new employment opportunity.  Without an awareness of the non cognitive factors that operate within a workplace, work experience and employment may be unsuccessful even though the individual is able to show a high level of vocational skills and knowledge.
To operate successfully within the workplace, an individual must competently demonstrate awareness in four separate, but perhaps overlapping contexts:

· Social awareness: awareness of the social connections within the group.

· Task awareness: awareness of how to work with others to complete a task

· Construct awareness: awareness of how a particular activity or knowledge integrates to build on to the individuals existing knowledge base

· Workplace awareness: sensitivity to the context, and awareness of what is appropriate or inappropriate in a particular work setting

(Gutwin and Greenberg 1998)
The challenge facing many schools in the preparation of students with a disability is the development and delivery of relevant, reliable and timely programs to build knowledge, skills, attitudes and awareness.  In most situations face to face classroom experience (synchronous presentation) may not be possible on all occasions.  For situations where this is not possible asynchronous delivery (flexible e-learning) provides a new opportunity.  A review of literature supports these contentions and suggests that:
1. e-learning can be used to teach awareness and develop Social Capital (the supported relationships among adults and children that promote sharing of norms and values (Coleman 1988))
2. transfer of learning is best when scenario based e-learning paradigms are used.

Well designed e-learning programs using Social Constructivist Pedagogy (Atherton 2003) provide opportunities to build relationships by providing an active learning environment through a simulation sequence that incorporates Problem Based Learning (Varnam, Ostwald et al. 1994; Chu and Leung 2000; Duke 2003)  This approach allows the learner to practise higher order mental processes to remember, understand, apply, analysis, synthesise and evaluate both explicit and tacit knowledge that is presented by the program design (McAlpine and Clements 2001)
Social Constructivism is most simply described by a progression from Constructivism and Constructionism to a Social Constructivism. (Dougiamas 2004)
“Constructivism - individuals actively construct new knowledge as they interact with their environment. 
Constructionism - learning is particularly effective when constructing something for others to experience. 

Social Constructivism - extends Constructivism and Constructionism into a social group constructing things for one another, collaboratively creating a small culture of shared artifacts with shared meanings.” (Dougiamas, 2004, p 3)
A scenario-based e-learning program developed from a Social Constructivist perspective can help build Social Capital through the inclusion of activities that address:

· bonding -relationships with people who are alike (eg. with fellow workmates)
· bridging - establishing relationships with people who are different (eg with clients)
· linking - relationships with people in power (eg with supervisors )

(Woolcock 1998)
Within each relationship area, such a program would aim to:

· provide insights that are essential for the individual to learn (awareness, attributes or traits that developed through tacit knowledge)

· use scenarios that highlight this knowledge

· allow individual responses to each scenario

· conjecture the likely consequences for the idiosyncratic response

Programs developing e-learning simulations, including problem-based scenarios, are able to improve learning through:

· putting the problem into the third person

· building on prior knowledge through sequencing and scaffolding.
· encouraging decision making processes

· providing decision making practice 

· providing a safe environment for schools AND business to allow learners to make mistakes
The development of e-learning programs based on scenarios and simulations have the potential to become one important component of programs and courses aiming to develop Workplace Social Capital in new workers.

Process

For many years Workcover SA has been involved in the development and presentation of programs designed to improve the safety of workers in South Australia.  An important part of their brief has been the induction of new workers and the development of guidelines and procedures for work experience that ensure the safety of employees and those undertaking work experience.  The corporation has developed an extensive network of expertise both within its own structure and through an extensive network of employers, unions and other employee groups in the community.

Through Workcover SA, a number of employers were invited to suggest workplace scenarios that a new worker may face in the workplace.  A number of South Australian employers were approached by Jim Sinclair (Workcover SA) to highlight the issues they felt new workers faced.  During discussions, the concept of new workers needing something beyond knowledge and skill to succeed long-term in the workplace developed.  Feedback highlighted elements that were more than just simply a “good attitude", employers continually talked to him about the new worker needing to understand the social interactions within the workplace and the need for the worker to see and appreciate the bigger picture of their place within the business.  They continually spoke about the need for new employees to get on well with fellow workers, respect those in authority and treat customers and visitors in polite and respectful manner.  Each of these conversations strongly supported the concepts of bonding, bridging and linking that were so evident in the literature review (Woolcock 1998).
Further discussions about the consultation with employers provided many examples of scenarios that strongly supported the conclusions from the literature review that awareness rather than skills were important for successful transition to achievement in the workplace.
From this input it became evident that new workers facing the transition from a school to work culture required a "big picture" approach rather than the simple single program development that was originally envisaged as the focus of this project.  Linked to this is Stephen Downes assertion that on-line content is not an issue in flexible learning because there are already many free and readily available programs from the web community (Downes 2004)
Even a simple search of the web produced a large amount of content; the challenge was to select appropriate material in line with the findings from the literature research.

Each search result was informally evaluated by asking:

· Does it present a credible scenario for a new worker?

· Does it provide awareness? (“what do you need to think about?”)
· Does it allow an individual response? (“what skills would you use?”)
· Does it present consequences that a new worker will be likely to face?
Does it present a credible scenario for a new worker?
Many of the scenarios and activities evaluated were rejected outright because they didn't fit the South Australian context.  Some were too complex or presented roles that most students would not face in their early experience as a new worker.  Others were culturally inappropriate, originating either from the United States or the United Kingdom, where workplace conditions may be somewhat different.
Does it provide an awareness? (“what do you need to think about?”)

Many of the scenarios examined concentrated on the skills that new workers required.  Quite often the scenario was so simplistic that they provided no challenge, or the choices provided were inane, asking only for a yes/no answer to simplistic questions.  Searching for interactive vignettes that demonstrated examples of bonding (relationships with people who are alike), bridging (establishing relationships with people who are different) and linking (relationships with people in power) provided a number of possible resources.  Much of the material was rejected because it did not support the findings from the literature search, concentrating more on skills than cognitive issues. These materials used examples that continually asked “what would you do?” rather than “how do you feel?” or  “how would other workers feel?”.
Does it allow an individual response? (“what skills would you use?”)

So many of the resources found presented choices and responses that best could be considered inane.  Time and again the simple yes/no responses were sought.  While there is a place for this type of response, it is not challenging to the individual.  As well limiting to two choices (yes/no) there is little opportunity for individual responses that may be creative or represent an individual’s response to the situation.  The better examples examined usually offered a minimum of three choices for each response, giving choices of behavioural or cognitive responses rather than simply yes/no/maybe.  This approach appears to provide a better opportunity for individuals to present a considered response, and provides a check for those who simply rushed through their selections without thought.
Does it present consequences that a new worker will be likely to face?

The final step in any scenario must be the presentation of realistic consequences.  Unfortunately, many of the consequences did not present what would be considered to be realistic for a new worker.  Often the consequences of choices seemed trivial, or did not follow through in any apparent logical order.

A disappointing aspect of almost all the material examined was the reliance on the participant being able to read and comprehend the instructions and content.  As well the use of frames and boxes within the presentation would present major difficulties to screen reading programs, such as JAWS, that many users with visual disabilities employ to read text from the screen.  It is apparent that the lack of bandwidth has resulted in developers omitting sound and video because of the time taken to download from the website.  Major developments in delivery systems and the vast increase of bandwidth planned for schools may encourage future developers to include sound and video. This should provide learners with a much richer experience.  The gain will be most significant for those with any form of learning disability who will not need to rely on the ability to read slabs of text from the screen.
The best examples selected were developed in Australia, as part of the ANTA funded Flexible learning training packages (ANTA 2004).  Particularly impressive and appropriate are those from the toolbox series (http://www.flexiblelearning.net.au/toolbox/) included on the site are:
“Where’s the Party at?” presents a range of youth centered interactive learning activities. These activities are engaging and embed the literacy and numeracy learning in a relevant context.  This program is based on a party scenario and address issues such as health, sexuality and drugs.
The Cybercentre.  A series of "real life" scenarios based within a shopping mall, the Cybercentre, where users can undertake a number of different activities, mainly within shops. These activities require a range of both literacy and numeracy skills, but also introduce the learner to some aspects of the WWW and working online. Each activity is supported by access to a range of instructional activities that teach the user basic literacy and numeracy skills.

The World of Work was developed in Victoria for young people who are seeking work or making the transition from school to work. The target group may have limited literacy or the social skills needed for the workplace and limited knowledge of work/job requirements.

These three toolboxes in particular stand up extremely well when tested against the selection criteria used above.  Other content and connections such as “myfuture.com” and “Money Trek” were included on the site to provide exposure to other important skills and knowledge.

The final selections were then developed into topics of a course in Work Education presented in a flexible e-learning environment. It is anticipated that the content of the website and program would not be static; it will continually be updated through regular trawling for web content and the ongoing development of material suitable for the target group.
The major problem then became the selection of a delivery model that met the needs of flexible delivery. Using the school intranet was not an option for this course as it did not allow access by students from home. Location on the school’s internet site is controlled by SINA, a subsidiary of Telstra and was limited in size and accessibility for upload of content. Private commercial internet providers were expensive and somewhat restrictive.
The answer was to develop a personal site, and involved selection and registration of suitable name.
Reaction of students in the district special class at Hamilton Secondary College to suggestions of names for the website ranged from incredulity to downright disdain.  It was agreed that the name had to be snappy, cool and easily remembered.  Many names were rejected outright and some were given tentative acknowledgement.  “outaSKOOL” evoked little resistance and appeared to be the most acceptable on the "cool" scale.

The choice of a Learning Management System (LMS) proved equally difficult. No school system existed and commercial sites such as WebCT, Blackboard and Janison were too expensive for the development of the prototype without gaining extensive funding. Examination of an open source LMS developed from a PhD project in Western Australia proved the most interesting.

This system is the only one to be developed from a learning theory (Constructivism) and a philosophy that encourages interaction not only between learner and facilitator, but between learners.  From this starting point Martin Dougiamas developed Moodle (Dougiamas 2004)
“Moodle” (Dougiamas 2004) provides a Learning management System, developed from a Social Constructivist foundation, that allows the rapid development of on-line courses, with full content management, assessment and tracking capabilities. It is free to download, but no support is included. Sustainability is provided through a growing world wide community of “Moodlers” who continually provide input and develop software to meet the continually changing needs and request of other users.  While the downloading, registration and licensing of Moodle are free it would be extremely naive to suggest that the program is free of cost.  The involvement of the course developer and the technical assistance required must be factored into any discussion of the use of this Learning Management System.  In the schooling sector this cost is presently born by enthusiastic amateur course developers using their own time and equipment.  While this is acceptable and even commendable in the early introductory stages, as more and more material becomes available online or simply available for asynchronous distribution, the real cost of management and technical support must be realistically included in budget deliberations.
Moodle includes systems and tools that encourage the course developer to look at learning from the learner’s point of view, so rather than simply publishing and assessing material it contains elements that allow each participant to become a teacher as well as a learner. There is opportunity for the role of the teacher to change from the source of knowledge to a instrument of connection that allows learners to address their own learning needs through discussion and “moderating discussions and activities in a way that collectively leads students towards the learning goals of the class” (Dougiamas 2004).
The choice of “Moodle” as the Learning Management System for the Hamilton Secondary College District Special Class also allows expansion of the current Work Education program into a wider more interactive learner centred pedagogy, enabling asynchronous (different time, different place) individual delivery.  This is an important factor given the problems of providing synchronous (same time, same place) face-to-face learning in a classroom where each activity needs to be individually presented.
Selection of an Internet Service Provider (ISP) was much simpler.  A search of the MOODLE site revealed a number of U.S.-based providers that packaged Moodle as a regular part of their service.  Purchase and set up was extremely simple due to the installation wizard provided by the ISP.

A proof of concept flexible learning course was developed late in October 2004 and is available through www.outaSKOOL.com. (The site can be visited using login: “astudent”, username: “1234”).
Currently four students from the District Special Class and three from the Hamilton Unit are trialling the system.  These students are in year 11 or 12 and are looking to leave school within the next two years.  They all attend either Prospect or Daws Road Centre for a minimum of one day per week.  They are also involved in regular work experience and other activities that take them out of the classroom at different times.
Outcome

A web-based flexible learning course has been established, available to students 24/7 for students to support part time attendance in face to face classes. The trial is extremely preliminary and at present there is insufficient activity to draw any firm conclusions. However anecdotal feedback is encouraging with students showing enthusiasm to take part.
Progress is far too embryonic to carry out valid evaluation at this stage, but the establishment of a website and the selection of a suitable Learning Management System is already providing new opportunities to meet the needs of learners who cannot meet regularly in face to face classes.  It is hoped that through this program senior students within the District Special Class and the Hamilton Unit will be have greater opportunities to become more aware of the consequences and repercussions of social interactions in the workplace.
Implementation of the system also allows other basic skills and attitudes to be addressed as part of the Work Education course.  Basic Mathematical and Literacy knowledge and essential Living skills are continually being included.  Career planning, transition planning, and basic skills instruction are continually being researched and tested for suitability to be included on the Learning Management System (LMS).  Teachers from the Hamilton Unit and the Career Advisory faculty are currently examining material for inclusion on the site in 2005.  Interest has been shown in developing the site for use by mainstream students as an integral part of the year 10 Work Education program offered to all students by Hamilton Secondary College.
Issues arising

Throughout this project the emergence of Social Awareness as a key factor in the maintenance of employment evolved.

The traditional approach to training has concentrated on the development of knowledge and skills.  The result is a trainee who has the aptitude to carry out a task, but without an appropriate attitude will not have the ability to complete it. For many years the TAFE and VET sectors have grappled with this problem. Their concentration on a competency based training model aims to provide the knowledge and skills a worker needs and the concentration on in-situ work placement that hopefully will build an attitude in the trainee that indicates they have the ability to carry out the task in a supervised situation.  At this stage the trainee is considered Competent, with a certified ability to carry out specific tasks.
The major critics of this system cite examples where trainees certified “Competent” enter the workplace yet are unable to achieve.  Perhaps training programs need to concentrate more on the development of relationships in workplaces that promote sharing of valued common norms and values (Workplace Social Capital) including the awareness that the literature suggests is so important for achievement.

Knowledge + Skill = APTITUDE
Aptitude + Attitude = ABILITY
Ability + Awareness = ACHIEVEMENT

The ANTA Employability Skills Framework identifies 13 personal attributes seen as important for success in the workplace. These are: loyalty, personal presentation, common sense, positive self-esteem, sense of humour, ability to deal with pressure, adaptability, commitment, honesty and integrity, enthusiasm, reliability, balanced attitude to work and home life, and motivation.(Pardy 2004).  It would be interesting to examine these attributes in light of the literature review that highlighted the importance of Awareness in the development of Workplace Social Capital as a key to maintaining employment.
From the “High Level Review of Training Packages” the National Training Quality Council identified five immediate priority areas to be achieved by the end of 2004. The most important of these is ‘reaching a nationally agreed approach for accelerating the incorporation of generic and employability skills in training packages’(Pardy 2004).  If this priority is reached, we may see an increased emphasis in new training packages on Awareness as an important element in developing the Social Capital necessary to maintain employment.
Future plans

The issues/problems and needs are not unique to the students of Hamilton Secondary College (nor even to students with disabilities), therefore making the current course available to the general educational community is being examined at Hamilton secondary College.

As well further research into the elements essential for the successful achievement of new workers should concentrate on the four areas of: Knowledge, Skill, Awareness and Attitude and the interaction between these elements that will create a successful program leading to realization of workplace potential.

What was learned?
Two important lessons have been learned during this project:

1. the development of an awareness of workplace environment and culture and the fostering of a reliable holistic attitude is more important for new workers than the simple acquisition of knowledge and skill.

2. flexible learning opportunities (asynchronous delivery) provided by web based learning management systems such as Moodle may provide a viable alternative to face to face classroom presentation (synchronous delivery).

To view the site please go to
www.outaskool.com
username: astudent

password: 1234

This allows you to enter as a participant; it does not give access to editing or statistical details.
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