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A very different course
In January 2003 a group of private child care takers started a very different vocational training course. They met with their educators the first day of the course. After this meeting most of the training was carried out from their home computer. The course was constructed as a mixture of working at the job and training. There was one or two days with e-learning every week and in the in between periods the care takers could test their knew knowledge in practice.
Beside these activities the participants met face to face three times during the course and in an experimental part of the course small developmental projects and netbased guidance was carried out. The course lasted two months or ten formal course days. The themes were Playing with language and Relations to the child in pedagogics.
In the first part of the course the participants began the working day by opening the website, where they would be informed about the agenda of the day and was presented for some thematic papers. The participants had at their disposal an electronic logbook, that should be used to write some essays.
The papers on the website was about general knowledge about the subjects and theoretical papers to inspire the identification of possible new ways of acting on the job. The excercises, they were supposed to write, were formulated within the concepts and analyzes presented in the papers.
The educators responded individually on all the excercises in the logbooks. The participants were very satisfied with these individual responses. They felt that the comments were very constructive and had great use value for the understanding of the concepts and for the implementation of the concepts.
One of the care takers says: There were always comments to every single question. I liked that very much. I learned a lot from it. Instead of just writing: That was a fine answer or something like that.They really had an opinion about what was written. It was comments, that I have been able to use in my job.
Integration of educational design and work practice
One of the positive effects of the course was exactly the possibilty of implementation of the knowledge in the care takers’ every day work. Not because the educators told the care takers how to act and gave them ready made solutions, but because they gave the learners tools to manage the problems and challenges in new ways. 
As some of the care takers put it: “I feel that I now is paying more attention to the children playing. Now they do this, why is that? You look at the scene in a different way.”
“I find myself thinking a lot more about what I decide to do, and in what way I do it. I pay more attention.”
The professionality seemed to improve remarkably, already during the course, and this was probably because of the new organization of the course. Because the participants had the opportunity to test their knew knowledge in practice between the course days.
”It is a good thing, that the course lasted 2 months and not 10 days, bacause we have actually been thinking in two month – not only on the course days. The course has been more dominating – it has gone into your head. You think about it every day and about using other things and doing things in other ways”. 
The pedagogic models from the course became an integrated element in the every day interaction with the children.

The responsibility for your own learning
Many of the participants felt, that they had been confronted with learning challenges, they would not have been present in traditional courses. In the 
e-learning set-up, noboday can actually hide. “You were not able to hide – you had to perform all the time. You were supposed to say og write something or do something. If we had been in a classroom, you might have said: Well, I don’t know about these things, so I will keep quiet and let someone else answer.” 
When you can’t let someone else answer, you will have to be responsible for your own learning.
Of course this also invites to an element of control, beacuse the level of activity and results of the individual participant become very visible for the educators. However the participants did not see the possibility of control as a problem. They were much more occupied with the subjects and with the testing of the knowledge in practice.
One of the important reasons for the experience of relevans was the individual respons from the teachers, that gave the teachers the possibility of approaching the participant exactly at the right level.

It is much easier to cross borders and be motivated to go further, when you get responses and meet challenges, that is coherent with the questions and needs you have expressed yourself.
The study groups
Working individually with the computer has many advantages. The individual can concentrate and focus on the subjects. You don’t have to compare yourself to the others and you don’t have to worry about the reactions to what you are saying.
On the other hand it gets lonesome not to be able to share your thoughts with others. The social environment is also very giving. Yoy can share experiences, discuss and inspire each other. Therefore the participants were also divided into local study groups. The study groups consisted of 3 or 4 participants, living close to each other. The study groups were used for discussions of the text of the day, mutual IT support, discussing how to understand the excercises, the sharing of ideas and many other things. Some of the goups met at home for about an hour in the afternoon, other groups engaged in a chat or phoned each other. The common experience about the study grous was, that they prevented isolation, built up new networks and developed professional competencies.
Practical experiments
The first half of the course was focused on the individual work by the computer. The last half was quite different. In this periode the participants should carry out small developing projects. Through the thematical work in the first periode, the course identified a number of areas, in which the care takers would like to elaborate their pedagogics. The developing projects set out from these identified subjects. All the participants met with the educators for one day. The study groups became the project groups and they received some tools and methods to be used in the projects. The innovative project ideas should be explained in relation to the children and in relation to participants’ improvement wishes. To each group was connected a mentor, that they should communicate with during the project periode – by chat, mail or phone. The mentor would pay each group a visit in the middle of the project periode. The project was completed by a written report, that was to be delivered online, and a face to face presentation. The practical experiments were carried out within the working hours, while the planning activities and the reflections were carried out during the course days.
This working method was new to the learners. In the beginning they felt uncertain about, what was actually expected from them and how they should organize the work. After the course one of them said: “The second periode was quite different. It was difficult in the beginning. How should we manage this? How could we put it into writing? After some time it was ok, though. It is a good way to work.”
After they had overcome the initial unsecurities, they developed and carried out the experiments very fast.

The big challenge: writing the report and making the presentation
This was absolutely the biggest challenge during the course.
Several care takers were very nervous about having to present their project. But the participants were very good at getting help from the mentors and getting the problems solved: “The mentor M paied us a visit in the morning and we had some very constructive hours, where we discussed a lot of things. This meant that we managed our anxieties – actually we were a bit upset, bacause we did not feel we could handle the situation. We didn’t really know how to make a report...”.
Well, all the groups managed to write a report and presented it. The satisfaction of having overcome this challenge was very visible: “We read it to each other and said: Og my god, have we been writing this? I guess we were very proud”. The participants agreed, that they had been learning a lot from doing exactly, what they were most afraid of: “These practical experiments – many of us thought: what’s this all about? We were confused about, what was implied in this. But this is the activities, I have been learning the most from: implementing the experiments in practice, putting it into writing, analyzing it and observing the entire proces. It was interesting to watch the kids during the experimenting periode, to see how they received it and what they got out of it”.
After the course many of the care takers have continued the experiments or they have launched new projects in cooperation with the old project group or with other colleagues.
Even though the evaluations of the combination of netbased and workplace learning are very positive and point to a lot of usevalue for the institutions, it it not practiced very much. Perhaps the employers are worried about the IT competencies of the participants and the cost of providing hardware or access to the internet. Some might also have heard, that e-learning is an alienating way of learning and that many participants drop out of the courses.
There is no need to be worried about these things. Most of the people have a computer at home and you do not have to be very trained in using a computer. You should just be able to open the internet and send some mails. And the costs of being online are really not that high. Most of the time you can download the files and work outside the internet. Alienating? No, on the contrary, everybody is listened to and everybody will get individual responses. In our experience very few drop out.
The ability to communicate a project
Throughout the course the participants built up new knowledge, that they could implement in practice and they learned about organizing new pedagogical projects, but they also learned something else. Both during and after the course the participants have been very good at telling other people about, what they had been working on. “I’m beginning to inform the parents in a new and more lively way” – and another care taker goes on – “I’ve made a presentation in my group about our project. I’ve never done a thing like that before”. 
They improved their ability to communicate their professionality, becaused the course focused on presenting the projects of the groups. “There was this thing about expressing oneself in order to be understood by the others. This I have gone over and over again in my head. You must learn how to express yourself without using empty words. Did they really understand, what I was saying?”. 
In other words the participants have improved their communicative competencies. This improvement had an important side effect in relation to the parents. Usually courses like this only means trouble for the parents, because the children will have to go to another care taker during the course, but in this case they felt that the children actually benefitted from the efforts: “The parents thought it was exiting. They have been asking about it and there have been no bad feelings about going to another care taker. They have shown great interest in the project. They have responded positively. They can feel it in the children.”
As another side effect the particepants have also become users of IT in every day communication. Quite natural they search the net for information, communicate with each other and with the local authorities through e-mail or handle administrative jobs through the internet.
The professional identity
The proces of articaluting and explaining of the pedagogics has not only improved the external communication. The participants have also developed a stronger professional identity. They have become more conscious about the value of their profession: “I feel that my job has become more interesting, because I understand the children in a different way and I see more than just the normal caretaking. I pay more attention to what they do, and I think about, why they do it and if I should correct them and how I should do that”. The work has got a new meaning, and this results in increasing personal satisfaction and a wish for further development: “The participants have become happier and show more courage, they have opened up... They take chances. The course has influenced their performance. Now they feel skilled – also in relation to other employees and institutions in the city”, one of the institutional managers tells us. 
Professional networks and knowledge sharing
Another result is the fact, that the participants has established a professional network, that has been continued after the course: “After the course we have been able to help and support each other”. The reason for this is, that the study groups worked very well and that they discovered the value of sharing experiences. Through the course they have established new professional relations to the colleagues. This was also noticed by the institutional managers: “After the course they go on meeting in the care taker groups, and several care takers are now involved in projects, inspired by the acticvities in the course.”
The participants have in general been very good at sharing their new knowledge with others and at inspiring colleagues to try to do new things. Thus the entire institutional environment has gained from the course. New things are happening in the child care workplaces...
Through the increased self esteem and ability to communicate, the participants have also increased their ability to express their professionality to the surrounding community.
The institutional managers state after the course, that the project supported the development of respect towards the care taking profession: “The department has really discovered us”. 
Cooperation between the educational institution and the employers
One of the purposes of this development project was to establish new forms of cooperation between the school and the employers. 
Before the course the institutional managers and the school met to discuss the conditions of the course. The time schedules was decided with regard to the local situation and the employers played a much more active role in the proces of the course than usually. They were supposed to support the participants and be involved in solving problems during the course. They also paid attention to the educational material on the website and were communicating regularely with the educators. The employers’ focus on the course had in itself a motivating effect on the participants. The evaluations was read with interest and the professional training was supported and recognized.
The cooperation was succesful. Solutions were developed on the hardware issues, a few supplementary IT courses were establishes for some of the care takers and material and locations were put at the disposal of the experimenting group projects.
In a two months course it is impossible to avoid, that illnesses or personal problems among the participants will disturb the proces. But we experienced that one of the advantages in e-learning is the flexibility. The care taker, the manager and the educator just agreed on another deadline, so that the participant didn’t have to leave the course. The combination of the manager’s knowledge of the individual care taker and the educator’s knowledge about the course presented the right basis for finding solutions.
The institutional managers find it very interesting to be able to watch the educational acitivities. The educational institution and the educators have learned a lot about the conditions of the participants and about the need for competence development. But above all the participants have experienced an educational proces, that has increased their developing potentials and their professional identity, and supported their professional network.
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A group of private child care takers have participated in an experiment about netbased and practice oriented vocational training


It turned out to an educational experience, that lead to a visible improvement of the participants’ job performance.


At the same time this experience made their professional identity stronger and the child care takers improved their ability to communicate their pedagogics to the surrounding community.


The pilot project was financially supported by governmental funding and was carried out in cooperation with two local governments in the North Seeland, Denmark.
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