How to ensure effective OHS training with practical and sustainable outcomes.
Speakers Corner.  Author, Phil Wadick. Organisation, PhD student Monash University


Introduction

I am studying for a PhD at Monash University, and my main research question is: What is the role of OHS training in making workplaces safer? Some sub questions are: How does the OHS trainer ensure that their course is effective? How does the trainer know that the course is effective? What does good ohs training look like? What barriers to safe working do the trainees face once they return to the workplace after the training?, and, how do the trainees navigate and negotiate these barriers?

This paper discusses information related to these questions. By OHS training, I mean any type of training designed to give people the knowledge skills and attitudes to improve the safety performance of their workplace. This could mean any or all of the following: their own safe behaviours, influencing the safe behaviours of others at the workplace, influencing decisions made by management about health and safety, reporting and follow up of incidents (near misses and actual hits), and participation in risk assessments and ohs consultation at work. In the final part of this paper, I am inviting anyone who is interested in contributing their ideas to this research to contact me on the details provided. I would love to either interview you or have you answer some survey questions, or generally provide input from your experiences. You may be an OHS trainer, have participated in OHS training, or somehow have experience of OHS. 

Learning theory

I am indebted to an article by Russell Tytler, 2002, Teaching for Understanding in Science, in ASTJ, 48(3), for his exploration of learning and teaching theory which I relate to OHS training in this paper.


Learning theory suggests the following:

a.  People come to our training classes with a range of prior ideas about the topic, e.g. ohs

b. Many of these conceptions differ in important ways from the official view of the trainer and/or legislator.

c.  There are strong common conceptions that seem to be independent of any particular industry

d. These conceptions can form useful prior knowledge upon which the trainer can build. 
However, their alternative conceptions can be surprisingly difficult to shift and can be a serious barrier to effective teaching. These alternative conceptions have the capacity to interfere with learning ohs, especially if they are not acknowledged when planning and carrying out the training. If the trainer attempts to gainsay these (mis)conceptions, (s)he will immediately put the trainees off side and they will think that the trainer does not have authentic knowledge.
Some conceptions regularly encountered by the author during training sessions are:
i. Working safely is mainly common sense

ii.  Even though people theoretically understand the hierarchy of controls, when writing and presenting risk assessments, they regularly favour PPE and administrative controls, from the bottom of the hierarchy, over elimination, substitution or engineering controls.
iii. People’s main motivation for working safely is compliance with ohs legislation

iv. It is commonly thought that employer initiatives to have employees attend training and sign off on procedures is an attempt to make employees liable for all safety outcomes at work

v.  
There is way too much paperwork in ohs

vi. People ground their experience in narrative – they tell stories to illustrate the points they are making

These significant alternative conceptions often centre on concepts which have been developed over a lifetime of socialisation in the family, school and workplace. This helps explain why they are difficult to shift – people have invested emotionally in them, are part of who they are, and are agreed on and socially constructed in their meaningful cultural groups of belonging.

When these participants are presented with ohs ideas that differ from their own, there are a number of possible outcomes:
· They can accept the new idea and reject their old idea (e.g. from now on I’ll wear my ear muffs whenever I use the angle grinder)
· They can accept the new idea and retain the prior one, and use either, depending on the circumstance (e.g. I’ll at least wear the ear muffs when I’m doing a lot of grinding)
· They can form a hybrid idea that has elements of both, (e.g. From now on I’ll report all important incidents and near misses, but I won’t bother with the ones that are just part of the job, such as getting abused by customers {for the social worker} or hitting my thumb with the hammer {for the carpenter}).
· They can reject the new idea, but learn enough cognitively to pass a test (e.g.’ tell them [i.e. the teacher/trainer] what they want to hear).

How should we as trainers view these prior ideas or conceptions?

Are these ideas that participants bring to the course fledgling theories, coherent belief systems, mistakes of fact or judgement, or useful entry points into more powerful ohs conceptions? That is, are they misconceptions, valid yet alternative conceptions, unformed and intuitive ideas, coherent interpretive frameworks, or common sense informed by their social group?

If the trainer or WorkCover thinks of their ideas as misconceptions (i.e. ‘wrong’), when judged against ‘correct’ ohs knowledge, and treats them as such, the people who hold these ideas may entrench themselves deeper in their defence. The question, therefore, is ‘how can the trainer find ways of providing pathways to support students to undergo major shifts in perspective and to maintain these once they have returned to the workplace, which still may support their former ideas’. And, is it possible to do this, knowing that it took a long time for these conceptions to be developed before they entered the training room?

Hence, we can’t consider teaching as simply the clear exposition of new ideas; we need to recognise the students’ views and be strategic in challenging them. Learning is not some sort of conceptual implanting process, but involves an interplay between students existing ideas and the knowledge and/or experiences they are exposed to in the classroom. From this perspective, learning is viewed as the construction of personal meaning, and the process in the classroom becomes an extension of the same process by which their prior ideas had arisen – from their active engagement and meaning making with the world, from the earliest age. Each individual constructs meaning socially, and the classroom becomes a social group of meaning making. Rather than purely transmitting the ‘correct’ knowledge, the trainer needs to support high quality discussion in groups and in the whole class. The skill lies in framing activities and conversations that challenge perspectives, modeling the discourse of consultation that always aims for win-win outcomes based on active communication. It involves a give and take between the teacher’s and students’ perspectives.
And yet, once participants get back to work, they may over time revert back to their former conceptions about ohs, especially if their classroom gained knowledge could easily be compartmentalised as ‘classroom knowledge’, rather than useful workplace knowledge. Knowledge generated in a classroom is fundamentally a response to and a product of that situation. There is perhaps no universally correct ohs knowledge that is separate from the social and/or cultural framework from which it was generated. The implication is that if knowledge learnt in the training room is to be useful in the world of work, continual links must be made between the training experience and the workplace uses for that knowledge.

Much of the ohs literature is devoid of aesthetic or contextual statements and replete with technical and scientific discourse. However, most of the ohs knowledge of the participants is grounded in story telling from their life world. If the trainer minimises these stories (s)he will have difficulty getting the students to re-story their own narratives. People will believe their own stories more that the ‘shoulds’ and ‘must do’s’ of the technical-rationalists. Technical-rationality assumes that knowledge learnt will be implemented unproblematically; that is, first you get the theory and then you apply the theory, with no problem with how to apply it. The problem with this is that knowledge by itself is not enough to act – there needs to be the capacity to act. Therefore, the fundamental questions are: How does real learning occur?, and, How does capacity develop? I mean by learning ‘the enhancement of capacity’; that is, how do human beings develop the capacity to do something they couldn’t do before? By capacity, I mean: how would I have to change in order to bring into my life this new understanding, this new insight; following on from this is developing the skills in the process of actually bringing it into my life. I suggest that the trainees will not want to develop the capacity and the skills if the trainer cannot firstly inspire them with vision that provides the underlying principles and ideas to create a sense of purpose with guiding ideas.
Might I suggest the steps that good ohs training needs to involve the following:
Step 1. At the beginning of the training session, provide a safe, welcoming, non judgemental and friendly atmosphere that invites the students to participate. If they do not feel safe, they will not allow themselves to be inspired
Step 2. Introduce yourself and the course, and thank them for coming. Ask each person to introduce themselves, and ask them firstly why they have come to the course and then to give an example of one safe thing they do at work, and why. Very often at this stage they will say that they were forced to come along against their will and they are sure it will be a waste of time, and it is costing them their hard earned money. Let them have their say, and thank them for making the effort. Many will say that the reason they do the safe thing is because it is common sense. Don’t argue, but thank them for sharing their ideas. You may like to ask a question like: ‘Does everyone have common sense’? This will get them thinking, that perhaps, not everyone does have it, and how do I know who has it, how much they have, and so on.

Step 3. I next break them into small groups and get them to discuss examples from their workplace of safe things people do, unsafe things they do, and why they do unsafe things.  Record answers on board and invite discussion about the why. Are people maliciously reckless, or just under pressure to take shortcuts? Spend time investigating these pressures and influences.
Step 4. This is the main body of the course, and usually looks at legislation and all the implications for safe behaviours. Constantly refer to the answers given at steps 1,2 and 3 to make sense of the legislation. Allow them to question, allow them to dissent. Ask them for suggestions if they think the legislation in not realistic. You are trying to inspire, to build understanding, develop capacity and create a vision of what a best practice safe workplace could look like. They will accuse you of being a dreamer, unrealistic, and that their employer will not pay for what they want. Let them criticise, don’t argue with them. Respond that we need a vision if we are to aspire to improvement.

Step 5. In this penultimate phase you want to reinforce the things they have learned, and help them develop the skills to implement their new found knowledge. Give them practice doing some of the things, like filling out workplace documents, filling out incident reports, preparing and presenting an agenda item for a meeting, and so on.
Step 6. this last section is where you get them to reflect on how they are going to implement what they have learned, to envisage any barriers they may come across to this implementation, and develop a strategy to overcome these barriers – these are the skills of reflective practice, and are necessary to continually monitor and improve performance.

As you can see from this short overview, it is more important to create the vision and the dream than to learn facts. We can all find out the facts if we are motivated to do so, but knowing the facts will not guarantee motivation to act.

Research

As mentioned in the Introduction, I am in the early stages conducting a research project for a PhD into what makes ohs training effective, and what helps people implement at work any health and safety improvements that they learned in the training. This is a qualitative research project, and my field is Education. Hence, I am looking to increase understanding of how to facilitate ohs learning that translates into safer workplaces. The types of questions that I will be asking are semi-structured and open ended. The questions outlined below are merely indicative, and nowhere near exhaustive. I invite anyone who is involved with ohs, either as a trainer, trainee, employer, or member of a government organisation, to become involved in this research. You can contact me by email: pjwad1@student.monash.edu. 
The types of questions that I may be asking trainers, course participants, managers, employers and supervisors are:

For trainers

· How do you, as a trainer, ensure effective ohs training?
· What competencies does a good trainer possess? What is an ineffective trainer?
· How do you know if your training is effective?
· How do you deal with aggressive, or negative behaviours and/or attitudes of students?
· How do you know the ideal balance between the content of what you teach and the process you use to teach it?
For ohs course participants

· Did you learn anything from the training? If so, what was it? What helped you learn it?
· Did or do you use anything that you learned from the training? How did/does this work?

· What sorts of things made implementing these at work easier and effective? Why? How?

· What sorts of things made implementing these at work difficult? Why? How?

· Can you describe what it was like for you before, during and after the training (back at the workplace)?

· What recommendations would you make that would improve the effectiveness of ohs training?

For employers, managers or supervisors

· Was the training that your employees attended effective at helping to create a safer workplace?

· What things would help the training be more effective? Why? Examples?

· Can you describe how you perceived the competencies gained by attending the training?

· What barriers do you see to improving health and safety at work? Why? Explain? Describe.

· What support do the new trainees need when they return to work?

· What support do you need to help improve the effectiveness of the training that your employees attended? How do you envisage this will happen?

