Lessond earnedHow We StruggledThroughThis Effort

Web-BasedHazmatAwarenessourse
Rail WorkersHazardoudviaterialsTrainingProgram
GeorgeMeanyCenter-NationalLabor College
The GeorgeMeanyCenterfor Labor Studieswasoriginally establishedn 1969to
provideeducatiorandtrainingto staff andofficers of the AFL-CIO andits affiliates.
Sinceits inception,over120,000unionistshavepassedhroughthe Center’slabor
educatiorclasses.Also duringthis period,severahundredunionmenandwomen
receivedBachelor'sDegreesn Labor Studiesthroughthe Center’spartnershipwith
Antioch University. Recentlythe GeorgeMeanyCenterbecameaccreditecasthe
NationalLaborCollegeto increaseaccesso highereducatiorfor laborunion
members.With this June’sgraduationthe NationalLabor Collegewill have
conferredBachelor’'sdegreesandthis yearfor thefirst time, Master'sdegreesto
over300unionists. While campus-basettainingremainsa priority, future plansfor
the GeorgeMeanyCenter-NationaLabor College(GMC-NLC) includethe addition
of anewbuilding, a “technology” centerwhich will househigh-techconference
roomsandclassroomsndthe goalof providingevengreateraccesdo educatiorfor

unionmemberghroughdistancdearning.

Thedistancdearningeffort begann 1999whenthe Center’s Rail Workers
HazardoudMaterialsTraining Progranreceivedsupplementalundingfrom NIEHS
to use AdvancedTraining TechnologiegATT) to developweb-basedhazardous

materialstrainingfor rail workers.

Theurgent needor rail workersto receivethis trainingis evidencedy the high

volumeof hazardousnaterialsshippedby rail -- 378,916tonsshippedperday (or



138million tonsshippedannually),andby theincreasan the overallrailroad
accidentrateto 3.77in 1998,3.891999,and4.01in 2000. (FRA, Normalizedper
the numberof accidentpermillion train mails) Thisis thefirst consecutiveéhree
yearincreasdn train accidentratesin overadecade. Theneedfor trainingis
furtherhighlightedby the resultsof arecent survewf past trainingparticipantsof
therail programindicatingthat49% or almosthalf of therespondentbiadno prior

hazmat trainingrom anysource.

Industrial,financial,andgeographigoadblockscontributeto the limited distribution
of classroom-basetaining. To date,we havesuppliedhazardousnaterials
trainingto only alittle over13,000rail workers,representingessthan10 percentof
thetargetedoopulation. Therefore to increaseaccesdor rail workerswho areat
risk of occupationakxposurean8-hourhazardousnaterialscoursefor first
respondersatthe awarenesgevel wasconvertedrom classroonto web-based

training.

Eventhoughevaluatiornresultsindicatethe succes®f the pilot as“an excellent
modelfor creatinganeffectiveandaccessibl@nlinetrainingprogram”,actually
achieving‘model” statuswasa struggle. This presentationvill highlight a few of
the“struggles”we encounteredh the developmentdesign,anddelivery of the pilot

project,aswell assomeof thelessondearnedalongthe way.

ChallengesBarriers,Constraints

CourseDevelopment



Thefirst stepin the processvasto establisha steeringcommittee or team,to
developthein-houseproject. An ATT steeringcommitteeof hazmatprogramstaff
andinstructors peertrainers,andeducationatlesignstaff wascreated. The mission
of thegroupwasto focuson corevaluesof peersworking togetherto solve
problemsusingpeertrainers,andsharingof experienceaswell asto providethe
expertiseandguidancenecessaryo convertthe six modulesof anawarenestevel
hazardousnaterialscourseto anonline format. This is wherewe encounteredur
first majorchallenge.Not onememberof this teamhadany practicalexperiencen
the design,developmentor deliveryof anonlinetrainingcourse. WebCTwasthe
predeterminedesignplatformanddevelopersvereunfamiliarwith this software
package.Thelack of experiencavith anyweb-base@pplicationampactedother
phase®f the project,andcreateda “learnasyou go” type of approactio the

process.

Lessond earned An importantlessonearnedhereis the valueof involving experts
atthebeginningof a projectto guidethe differentphase®f developinganonline
trainingcourse. An idealframeworkusestheteamconcept andncludesexpert
assistancen developinganddeliveringonlinetraining.

Courseware

The consensusf the development team'svaluationshowsthat theselected
coursewareWWebCT,offereda constansourceof challengesbarriersand
constraintsn the developmentgdesignanddeliveryprocess.WebCTis widely used
by collegesanduniversities andoffers a setof web-based@oursetoolsthatallow
educatordo build sophisticatedVeb-basedearningenvironmentsvithout alot of
time, resourcesor technicalexpertise. Our projectcertainlyfit within those

parameterssoinitially WebCTseemed goodfit for us. We quickly learnedthat



WebCThasa very steepearningcurve,andeachdaybroughta newlearning
experience.Eventually,we wereableto usethe strengthsof the WebCT
coursewareo produceanaccessibl@andeffectiveonline course.

Lessond earned:

Selectsoftware/hardware/technologyy suit the needsof the learningdesign:What
arethe goalsandobjectivesof the learningexperience?Are featuresncludedthat
provideinteractivity betweennstructorto student studento instructor,andstudent
to student?Is it easyto use? Adequateaechnicalassistance@ echnicalimitations?
Seekexpert advicen the selectionof appropriatesoftware/hardware/technology,
andselect onlythat whichis appropriatdor the learningdesign. Allow time and

trainingfor coursedevelopersvho needsomefamiliarity with courseware.

ConvertingPre-existingCourseMaterialsto Online Format

Convertingsix print moduleof existingprogramcontentto anonline format
representedeverakhallengesandbarriersto the development teamln additionto
coursecontent forspecifictopic areasgachof the six coursemodulesincludesan
overviewof subject matteandlearningobjectives aswell asbulletin board
assignment$o stimulateinteractivityamongstudentsandtrainers. Therewasa
largeamountof textto which hadto be convertedo anonlineformat. ‘Fitting’ the
materialsinto a pre-selecte@ndlimited packaggresentedomewhat o
challenge. Time constraintsvereanover-ridingissuehere,furtherexacerbatinghe

situation.

Lessond earned:Whenconverting to anonline format, text shouldbe dividedinto
at least twacategoriesneed-to-knowandnice-to-know. Need-to-know

information,obviously,is whatneedso beincludedto meetregulatory



requirementsyhile the nice-to-knowinformationis providedto participantan pop-
up windows. Thesepop-upsprovidea morein-depthcoverageof a topic, and
provideillustrationof conceptaisingchartsandgraphs. Externallinks arelocated
throughoutall six modulesandprovidestudentsvith immediateaccesdo external
sourcedor valuableresourcanformation,i.e., MSDS, New JerseyFactSheets,
OSHAwebsite, DOT HazmatRegulationsetc. Usingpop-upfiles andexternal
links individualizetrainingfor studentdy providingtoolsfor themto constructtheir
own learning.

Graphics:To Useor Notto Use
Thetrade-offbetweergraphicsanddownloadtime wasa continualsubjectof
discussion.In placesthetextwasdry andtechnicalandin needof graphics both
for text clarificationandto sustaingeneralnterest. However,in consideratiorof
downloadtime requiredof studentsaccessinghe courseon olderequipmentthe

teamsoughtto find anappropriatébalance.

Lessond earned:Again, the useof pop-upwindowsfor chartsandgraphicscan
replacesomeof the needfor graphicswithin the maintext, anddecreaselownload
time for theenduser. We alsochosea font thatseemsnore“friendly” andeye-
appealinghanatraditionalfont. As a postscriptdownloadtime wasnotanissue
for anyof the studentsvho participatedn the pilot project.

Bulletin Board

Thebulletin boardis a placefor postingquestionscommentsandmodule
assignmenposts. The coursewareWebCT, uses‘forums” to separatéopicsareas
onthebulletinboard. Peertrainersserveasonline facilitatorsandmonitor bulletin
boarddiscussionsanswerguestionsandprovidetimely feedbacko students.

However,within WebCT, it is a very difficult task to accesanappropriatdorum,



somoststudentgpostin the defaultforum. During the pilot, the bulletin board
guickly becamerery unorganized.

ChatRooms

In additionto the Bulletin Board,chatroomscanbe a usedasaninteractivetool for
formal andinformal discussion®n specifictopicsor issues. Conversatiornn chat
roomscanberecordecandusedasa referencedocumentpr courserecord. Since
chat roomauseareal-time,or synchronousformat, schedulegor specificchatsare
postedon the bulletin board,andpeertrainersassignedo coverthe schedule.This
waswherewe encountereaur first realbarrier. The chat roonmdidn’t work; the

chatserverwasdownduringmostof the delivery phaseof the pilot project.

Lessond earned:Becauséhe chat servewasdown, we hadto dependupon
bulletin boardcommunicatiorandactivitiesto stimulateinteractivityamongstudents
andpeerinstructors. We actuallylearnedseveralessondhere. First, becausef
geographiconstraintsyound-the-clockwvork schedulesandpersonal/family
schedule®f this targetpopulationof rail workers,the pilot cohortcould not predict
timeswhentheycould be availablefor chats. We discoveredhe bulletin board
communicatiorworkedfar moreeffectivelyfor this groupbecausef its
asynchronouformatwhich allowedstudentgo participatewhenindividual

schedulegpermitted.

We alsofoundthat everthoughthe bulletin boardwasclutteredanddisorganized,
studentsandtrainersgenerallyfollowed threadedliscussionsvhenposting,and
showedevidenceby their poststhat theyhadreadthe bulletin boardcontributionsof
their peers. The participationof hazmaitpeertrainershasbeenessentiain the

developmenanddesignof the on-line courseand,moreimportantly,in their role as



on-line coursefacilitators. Hazmatpeertrainersposequestiongo participants,
respondo their questionsandencouragedtorytelling, whichincreaseshe
interactivityandsenseof communitywith andamongthe students.WebCT
includesanemailfeaturewhich allows privatecommunicatiorbetweermeer

trainers,instructors andstudentsbutit is seldomused.

Participantsvho completedhe on-line coursewereinvited to attend4-dayhazmat
trainingat the GeorgeMeanyCentercampusdn Silver Spring,MD. In October
2000,16 online studentgarticipatedn the 4-daycourseand,aspartof the pilot
evaluationthe groupalsoparticipatedn individual interviewsandfocusgroup

discussiongbouttheir online experiences.

Overall, studentgeporteda greateroverallcomputerproficiencyandknowledgeof
computerandIinternet resourcegndtheyfelt empoweredo changeworkplace
conditionsbecaus®f their new-foundaccesso healthandsafetyinformationand

training.

The pilot hasbeensuccessfuin increasingrainingopportunitiesor rail workers
who would otherwisenot havethe opportunityto receivehazmatraining. The pilot
wassuccessfuin providingtheserail workerswith anawarenessf the risks of
hazardousnaterialsin transportatioraswell asthe skills necessaryo access

importanthealthandsafetyinformation.

Futureplansfor the onlinetraining courseinclude peer-assistettainingfor Navajo
andSpanish-speakingack workerson remoteproductiongangsanda Spanish

versionof the onlinecourse.



