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Introduction

The discussions in this paper refer to OHS training conducted in Australia where the official language is English. I talk about training strategies that I have found useful when conducting OHS training for two types of low literacy workers:

1. Those whose mother tongue is English but who have difficulty with reading and/or writing English

2. Those whose mother tongue is not English and who have difficulty speaking, reading and writing English

Both types of workers require a different approach: whereas the trainer can facilitate and participate in an in-depth verbal discussion with the first group, s/he cannot with the second.

Group 1: Those whose native tongue is English

My experience with this group of workers is mainly with people from the construction industry who attend a 1-day compulsory OHS induction course. People enter the construction industry with relatively low education levels. Up to 60% of subcontractors have no formal trade qualifications (ACIL, 1996: xi), many have low education levels (ACIL 1996: 23; Kelly and Searle, 2000), and the literacy and numeracy levels of the construction workforce are considerably poorer than those of the Australian workforce in general (Construction Training Australia, 2001: 17).  A report from a literacy program in the Queensland construction industry advises: ‘Approximately 50% of unskilled workers (in the construction industry) may need literacy or numeracy support if they wish to undertake training or up-skilling’ (Carstenson, 2004:3) and this may have negative impacts on OHS outcomes, although low literacy and numeracy skills were not likely to affect the job performance of maintenance and construction workers (Black, 1998). 
Many of these people left school early and developed a negative attitude to learning (Golding, 2005:1-3) through the ‘wounding learning practices’ (Wojecki, 2005) of their school years. Construction workers often consider safety training as boring and a waste of time and precious resources (Wadick, 2005:4) and workers often come to courses with resistance. Within their own building industry workplace culture these same people feel powerful and validated. Training courses take them from a place and space of belonging and inclusion, and put them into a training room where they have never belonged and where they have previously felt excluded from learning technologies such as classrooms, tables, chairs, pens, paper, teacher-as-expert, timetables, and so on. 
As a trainer, I know that at least some proportion of my students at the course each day struggle with literacy; I also know that these people are a little (or a lot) nervous and anxious about being exposed. They usually hide their illiteracy because it is portrayed as failure in our society, both at school and in general media representations. Interestingly, my experience of people who struggle with literacy is that they are in general not less intelligent, motivated or articulate than others. What sometimes tends to make them seem tentative, awkward, shy, or even lacking comprehension is their fear that they will be exposed and labelled dull-witted, stupid or unintelligent. Once they are so labelled, they tend to be offered more demeaning work with less responsibility and decision making. No wonder they are anxious.

I now present some examples of how I conduct my class so that it is inclusive of all English speaking people, no matter what their level of literacy is. Firstly, as I introduce my course, I make it clear that there are no exams or written tests. This is absolutely fundamental so that the students with low literacy can begin to relax. I then outline the course, stating that there are slides and written handouts throughout the day, but that ‘if you don’t like reading and writing, don’t worry, because there is a lot of talking and everyone will get the chance to have an opinion’. I have learned to clarify these points in the introduction because on a number of occasions I have had nervous people come to me before the course begins and explain that they ‘are not very good at spelling’. I take this to mean their way of saying ‘I’m not very good at reading or writing’, or, ‘I can’t really read or write’.
Next, I get each person to introduce themselves to the group. I show a slide on the screen with about 6 questions that I want them to answer. So as not to expose or threaten people who struggle with reading the directions, I read them out for each person. Questions like: Name, general area you live, what construction experience do you have, why you’ve come to the course (this usually creates plenty of humour as they complain that they were forced to come). When they give negative answers to this question, I never disagree or argue with them, but I validate their feelings. For example, if they say that they had to come or lose their job, and that it’s a waste of time and money and they resent being there, I reflect back to them what I heard them say, using their words so that they feel heard and understood. I empathise with them for having to miss out on a day’s productive work and genuinely thank them for their effort to come. Then I always ask them to describe to the class an example of one safe thing they do at work or in their lives. This gets them thinking about how they are personally involved in safety: it is my hook to get them engaged. I am setting a platform for the rest of the day. I will usually quiz them in a bit more detail about how and why they behave in this safe way. I intend to get them reflecting on their practice right from the beginning of the day.

During the course I use a number of teaching aids – written words, pictures, video clips, discussion groups, experiential exercises, and a Socratic teaching style in which I ask people plenty of questions and get them to consider justifying their responses. This mix offers opportunities for all kinds of learners to be involved. Sometimes I divide the class into small groups to discuss answers to some written scenarios. When handing out the worksheet, I clarify my expectations of them by explaining: ‘Elect a spokesperson in your groups, and this is the only person who needs to actually write down the answers for the group’. Again, the low literacy people can relax and enjoy the discussion without fear of being exposed.

When teaching the skills of risk assessments, I do the writing on the board, and I make sure to use their words to further validate them. I explain that I want each person to describe a hazard they have identified from their workplace, or they expect to encounter when they enter the construction industry. While they think for a minute or so about their response, I draw three columns on the board with the headings Hazards, Risks, Controls. I then go around the room, eliciting one hazard from each person, the risks posed by their hazard, and how they either eliminate of control those risks. After any particular person has had their turn, I invite comments and suggestions from everyone else in the class.

In summary, I ensure a successful OHS training experience for these students (irrespective of their levels of literacy) by treating them with respect, seeing their world through their eyes, and getting them to think and speak by asking them in depth and sometimes challenging questions. I start off the day by creating a climate of trust, so that by the end, I can challenge long held beliefs.
The learning circle

The learning circle is a training approach based on critically reflective discussion facilitated by a skilled trainer, which actively engages the hearts and minds of the workers. Many of the subcontractors in the industry have not had positive experiences of classroom learning, and modern OHS training often reinforces these sentiments. The learning circle is an attempt to validate the safety knowledge that these workers possess, by encouraging their critical reflection and reflective practice through talking, listening, sharing stories, and relevant visual material. 

A survey conducted by the author in 2005 (Wadick, 2005) revealed that construction workers place an enormous amount of trust in their common sense, which, on further examination, is informed by reflective practice – reflecting upon their mistakes, sharing stories and experiences, planning ahead and involvement with others at work. Currently much of the reflective practice within the building culture occurs informally on the job in small groups or off the job at social occasions. However, with no experienced person to guide it, these reflections do not necessarily result in critical reflection, but are often constrained by the pervading underlying narrative of ‘how we do things around here’ - they reinforce traditional approaches, rather than create new knowledge.

To maximize the benefits of the learning constructed through their informal reflecting, ‘people need to bring what they are learning into conscious awareness’ (Watkins and Marsick 1993, p.26). Hence, I provide them with a safe place and space in which critical reflection can be modeled, trialled, explored and mentored. I achieve this in a classroom situation by posing relevant and context specific questions, or allowing the class participants to pose their own real life questions. In this way I encourage critical reflection which will critically evaluate old practices in a culturally cohesive setting and encourage the group to pool their knowledge and skills to create the new knowledge required. The new knowledge needs to be unencumbered by the grand narratives that dominate site life, such as ‘building work is dangerous – there will always be accidents and injuries’, ‘it costs too much’, or the tendency to blame the injured worker for not being careful enough. When they are supported in the critical reflection process within their cultural group it has a ‘powerful effect on the degree to which they are supported in letting go of older ideas and practices and attempting new ones’ (Branford and Schwartz 1999, p.81).

Group 2: Those whose native language is not English (NESB workers)
In this section I give a brief description of two techniques I have found useful in training people from a manufacturing environment for whom English is a second language. I’d like to say at the outset that this is not easy and can be challenging, because I only speak English. However, there is often someone in the class who speaks both English and the language of the participants, so I enlist their help as translators.

The spoken and written word based approach will not work for people who do not understand the language of the words. We need to look for more universal communication tools. For my description in this section of two techniques I have used, I am deeply indebted to the UK Hazards online magazine, which hosts the International Labor Organization’s publication: Barefoot research. The first technique is body mapping. For this, I draw on the board or a large sheet of paper a large outline of the body, both front and rear perspectives. I have different coloured markers and we agree on what colour represents what type of health or safety problem; for example, red for aches and pains, blue for cuts and bruises, green for illnesses, orange for stress, black for whatever the group decides. People in the group then have a chance to put a colored mark on the part of the body that is affected by their work. Once everyone had had enough turns, we then look for themes.

This then develops into the next exercise, called risk mapping, designed to describe where workers feel that the risks are posed throughout the workplace. I draw on the board a large map or floor plan of the workplace, including machinery location and processes. As a group we then identify what hazards and risks are associated with each area, and mark the diagram with differently colored stickers, markers of symbols to indicate particular hazards and risks. We can also mark where accidents or near misses have occurred, or where illnesses have been reported (or not reported). We then collate this information with the body map to look for cause and effect. If possible, it is very useful at this stage to get the group to take you for a walk around and show exactly what they are referring to. They often get very animated at this point.

These two exercises form the first 2 steps of the risk assessment process. To brainstorm controls, we usually combine the above information with their knowledge of their industry to work out how to make this place less dangerous, or even how to make this place a safe and healthy workplace that we love to come to. At this stage it is helpful to use visual aids such as drawings of things like fume extraction, gantry cranes, handrails, spray booths, bollards and even PPE if the risks can’t be reduced to an acceptable level.

Caveat: A trainer must be aware in this situation of the power differential between many NESB workers and management. The workers may be involved in the risk assessment process, but feel too intimidated to take their concerns to management. They may come to Australia from backgrounds that do not support workplace health and safety initiatives, and feel that their job is precarious if they speak up. It is important that they use appropriate processes such as an OHS committee that contains bilingual people whom they can trust. This process is the legitimate means for raising concerns of workers to management.
Conclusion

My research has demonstrated that a significant proportion of construction workers’ learning occurs informally on the job through reflective practice, and requires participation in the construction workplace culture. OHS training largely disregards this and views OHS learning as the acquisition of cognitively acquired individual competencies that will somehow be transferred to the workplace. This is disrespectful to the workers and ignores risk perception research, cultural studies, and adult education principles.

Safe working behaviour needs to be understood as more than following a list of rules, as this often results in minimum compliance. It would be better seen as a state of mind in which a person is always trying to think of safer ways to do things. I have demonstrated in this paper how a learning circle approach to OHS training in the construction industry may encourage and develop the critical reflection of construction workers and is especially suited to people with low literacy because they can contribute to the discussions equally, without fear of marginalisation that classrooms often bring.  This will help them to mobilise their own energy to creatively innovate new culturally accepted practices that will improve their safety at work. 
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