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The Uses of ‘Managed Experience’ and The Limitations of Training:


Lessons from the Lao Integrated Education Programme

What is Managed Experience? 
One Thursday in 1976 my seven year old severely deaf daughter folded her arms, tensed her shoulders, frowned deeply and announced, in voice that could be heard three houses away, "Go chip shop, same Sheila!” or rather, she actually said, “Doe chi sho, ame Sheeur!" And I said "No". The fish and chip shop was three streets away. She would have to safely cross these streets, stand in the queue, clearly ask for "Fish and chips three times and a bag of chips, please", hand over the money when asked, and bring back the parcel of hot fried fish and chips for our tea. This was a regular Thursday occurrence when my husband returned from work with his weekly wages. By then the previous week’s money and my small student allowance had all gone, and the cupboard was bare. Fish and chips was the normal Thursday meal, and my elder daughter, Sheila, used to fetch them from the shop. 
But I worried about the “No". How would she learn if she never did things... but how would she feel if they didn't give her the right order, if they didn't understand her (which was very likely)... or even worse... turned her away, or babbled some message she couldn't understand about getting a note from Mum... Perhaps she would never want to try again. 
This was first occasion I consciously used what I would like to call 'managed experience'. The next week I went to the shop when I knew they would not be too busy and asked the staff to help. I explained the situation and told them what she would try and say. I told them I would not complain if the order was wrong or mistakes were made. "No problem, of course we'll help… just leave it to us... we know your Jeannie... We've seen her around." And the following Thursday, I lightly said, “Will you go to the chip shop please, Jeannie. Here's the money. Ask for 'Fish and chips three times and a bag of chips'.” And after a few practices of the message and reminders about crossing the streets, she proudly rushed off and, sure enough, returned beaming and successful, to my (hidden) relief. 
I make no apology for using such a small and personal story to try to illustrate this 
concept. It is, after all, what all parents do when teaching new skills to their babies and children. We ensure that our children are presented with tasks that are just at the limit of their ability and skill - not too easy and not too hard. We control the situation very closely so that success is assured. We add whatever is necessary and we embed it in real life. We may respond with a smile, a kiss or some praise, but the real reward for the child is the pleasure of accomplishment - the ‘doing of it’.

Imagine a father holding a ball out to his baby who is just learning to walk. He is smiling and talking to the child. He plays with the ball. "Come on... where's the ball?”

He has judged his distance at the third step away knowing the baby can already go two steps. He is prepared to move forward to the sure second step if necessary… but it’s the third step that matters so he hangs back at this position. But this is not ‘training’ for some future activity. This is real life now; this is a real game. Similarly, babies learn language from real instances of communication and how to feed themselves through real eating. As the baby steps out and reaches for the ball, and her father swings her into his arms, learning has taken place. The teaching and learning has come about through the very carefully judged experience that this father unconsciously, but nevertheless very skillfully, set up. The learning has been accomplished through a managed experience – through a highly controlled and manipulated situation.

Managed experience is about taking someone through learning experiences based in real situations, but controlling the situation and tasks so that it fits the current level of learning, plus a bit. It is the natural way to teach. It is how we learn cooking from our mothers, how farming families pass on techniques to the next generation, how the apprentice learns from the skilled craftsman and how the acolyte learns from the master. As the learner gets older more language is used and the learner is asked to reflect on result… "Can you see… this joint isn't strong enough on yours”... "Why didn't you tell me about the cow? Look what has happened now.”… And as the learner gets more competent, the situation is controlled less and less until full independence is reached… "No. You do it I'll check later." ... "You decide about it, I'm busy." But for quite a while the 'teacher' is prepared to step in and take control again if necessary. 
What is training? 
I would like to contrast this with a separate and quite different concept of 'training'. Training is essentially outside the real life situation. In my first story, I said we practiced the message a few times and I reminded Jeannie about being careful crossing the street. That is training. One major aspect of training is the practice that is needed before doing something in real life. 
Other examples of the practice element of training would be:

· Learning how to deal with money in the classroom (rather than through shopping);

· Giving a child the spare bits of dough to make the doll's food with (rather than actually helping to make the chappatis or jiaozi or scones
); 
· Making a sample dove-tailed joint (rather than a drawer); 
· Writing a piece called 'What I did in the holidays' for the teacher to read (rather than writing a letter to a friend). 
There are many skills that we must practice in an unreal situation before we try them, however managed and controlled the situation. This particularly applies to more difficult and complex areas. Nobody would want a surgeon who was learning 'on the job'. We want our surgeons to practice harmlessly in the first place! Though even here, after practice in the laboratory, young surgeons spend many hours working under the personal direction of a more experienced doctor. They start by doing the easier tasks in the operating room and are gradually required to undertake more and more difficult aspects as their mentor or tutor ‘manages their experience' basing the decisions on a deep and often intuitive understanding of what the current level of skill is, when to challenge, when to consolidate and when the young surgeon is competent enough to make the right decisions and carry out the right procedure independently. Surgery is so complex and so potentially dangerous, we demand that that all learning that has taken place outside the real situation must be backed up with lengthy experience gained in controlled and safe situations. 
But there is more to training than practicing before we do something for real. Learning skills is only one half of the process. We also need knowledge. We need information which gives a wider understanding of what we are doing. The young surgeon must know how the human body works, where all the parts are, how they link up, and what might go wrong, both the common diseases and the uncommon. There is a need to know of the full range of techniques that have been developed and the choices that can be made when treating the patient. 
Except for some very basic skills (such as walking), all practical skills benefit from a linked parcel of knowledge. Take the example of riding a bike. The skill aspect of bike riding is the ability to stay upright on two flimsy wheels, pedal to make it go forward and use the brakes to stop safely without hitting something or falling off. But this is not enough on its own. Unless there is some knowledge of the surrounding neighbourhood we will get lost. This knowledge is independent of the bike riding and it is also used in other circumstances, like walking. Getting a bike, however, means that we may want to build up our knowledge of the neighbourhood as we can now travel further afield. And in a place where other people have bikes (and there are dangerous motorbikes, cars and lorries), it is vital that we know the traffic regulations - which side of the road to go on, the need to stop and look at junctions, how to deal with traffic lights etc. On the journey to our friend's house we combine the skill (making the bike work) and knowledge (which route to take and how to get there safely) into a seamless whole. 
Knowledge is also outside the real situation. It is independent of particular skills just as neighbourhood knowledge is not just for bike riding. It is generalised and may be used in many situations. To pick up some earlier examples - the apprentice woodworker needs to learn the skills of making good joints, but also needs a knowledge of different woods and their properties so a correct choice is made, for this and all other aspects of the work. The cook must know about food hygiene, what is safe to eat, how long it takes to cook something through, what will combine with what, what seasonal vegetables might be available so what to plan for the meal, and this is applied to the total task of feeding the family not just in making this one dish.

We can see this independence if we think about what can be learnt from a book. The book may have been written generations ago, in a country across the world, by someone whose life is quite different to mine and certainly knows nothing of me or my needs or circumstances. The generous writer shares their personal knowledge with anyone who cares to turn the pages. The writer will have had a certain type of reader in mind but that is all. 
So training and knowledge share the characteristic of being outside the real and actual situation. This is why it is so much easier for training to impart knowledge rather than develop skills. Nevertheless, training is a vital part of the learning process because it can supply the knowledge and it allows one to practice first. 
And there are great benefits in using training. As we don't need to do it in the real situation we can bring many learners together in one place and train them in a group. And after the training we can send them back to put it in practice. Furthermore, we can build a training centre or a school, set up a course, write a syllabus, prepare materials, test the students, and issue certificates should we wish. It is cost effective. Put simply, you can train lots of people at the same time, you can use training packages (or curricula) someone else has designed, and you can repeat the training to different groups, in different places, at different times. It is therefore cheaper, and potentially quicker, than going through the learning process tackling real situations with a personal tutor. 
But it is the knowledge that I can most easily gain from a book or from a training course. It is much more difficult for me to learn skills this way. I cannot learn to ride a bike by reading, or in a group with other learners, or in a classroom… I can learn that only from the 'doing of it'. And I will need someone to help me personally, holding the back of the saddle and coaching me on what to do. Someone who will gradually let me take independent action as they carefully judge my growing skill. In other words, for this, I need 'managed experience'. 
And there is one very big drawback to training. Because it is generalised and outside the real situation, the learner has to be able to take what is offered and apply it when they come to do the actual thing. We can see this difficulty very clearly with children with learning problems. The child learns to count the wooden blocks the teacher gives him. He can do this very successfully. But at home he cannot count the spoons when his mother says, "Put six spoons on the table ready for supper". His understanding is not transferable and he sees spoons and blocks as quite unrelated. Now of course, most people do not have learning problems, I have only used this example because it is so easy to see in this situation. But all of us face this problem of application because, by its very nature, the training we have received is 'not the same' as the real situation that will face us. 
This problem increases as the training becomes more generalised and more remote from our lives. It is one of the reasons why it can be so very difficult for some students who have had the opportunity to study abroad to make use of this on their return. It also helps explain the very poor results schools get when using centrally designed curricula and materials with rural, ethnic minority children. 
This problem is more acute for people who have had little formal education because it can be eased by skilled teachers who take every opportunity to help students relate what is general to the specific tasks to be done and problems to be solved. Where people have had limited opportunities and learnt with poor teachers, they have just not had the chance or the time to develop this ability to high degree. 
The differences between training and managed experience are summed up below: 

	Some differences between 'Training' and ‘Managed Experience' 

	Training 
	Managed Experience 

	Happens before doing something
	Happens during doing something 

	Outside real situations 
	Inside real situations 

	More generalised 
	Very specific 

	Can happen in groups 
	Usually one-to-one 

	Good for gaining knowledge 
	Inefficient for gaining knowledge 

	Poor for gaining skills 
	 Good for gaining skills 

	Difficulty afterwards in applying what has 
	Not concerned with other situations so 

	been learnt 
	may not prepare you to take on new 

	
	situations 

	Fixed length of time 
	Takes as long as is necessary 

	Materials and planning can be used many 
	Always individual and different 

	times 
	

	Cheap (many learners) 
	More expensive (only one learner) 


Training Methodology
There has been a great change in training methodology over recent years. The classic method is to stand the teacher in the front and let them give a lecture and answer questions. This enables lots of information to be presented to students. Done well, it is an efficient way of handing over knowledge. But it takes no account of the current level of students understanding so may be too difficult for some and too easy for others. It also assumes that relating the information is not a problem and wholly neglects the issue of skill development. 
'Active Learning Methods' and 'Participatory Approaches' aim to redress the balance in several ways: 
· Activity so that practice of actual skills can take place; 
· Small group discussion to make students relate what they learn to situations they will face in the future; 
· Finding the starting point tor students by making them think through problems or do exercises, before any additional knowledge is given - so pushing the teacher into making it more relevant and at a level the students need; 
· Role play - setting up imaginary situations so as to practice and get advice; 
· Using a variety of materials and methods so that at least one of these is suitable for each student and so as to help students with the problem of transferring and relating the training to different situations; 
· Practical sessions or periods of practice in the real situation so that new skills can be tried out and then reflected upon. 

These methods are very helpful and most trainers would now advocate their use. But a balance is needed. It is a pity if training courses stop doing the thing that they are most suited to - the handing on of knowledge. Sometimes, in a fury of enthusiasm for these new methods, trainers never tell students anything that they don't already know! This is frustrating for many trainees and wasteful of their time. And many of those who are more skilled at relating knowledge do not want (as they would see it) 'to play silly games'. In situations where knowledge is hard to get because little is written in the right language, or where people cannot just go out and buy a book or borrow one for a library, it is just not right that trainers should withhold information because of a false adherence to new methods. 
The issue for development agencies 
In the past, SCF spent most of its time and money on relief work or on supplying material aid - repairing schools, building health centres etc. They also ran whole services bringing in expertise as necessary. 
The balance of our work has now changed. Sustainable development is not so concerned with these material items. But it is very concerned with technique, methods, skills, and ways people can take hold of situations and change them for the better. Of the enormous variety of SCF projects and programmes, nearly all have elements like this. For example:
· Orphanages in China - building work and child care policy and techniques;

· Rural education in Laos - teacher training on multigrade classrooms;

· Water and sanitation in Tibet - building wells and health education;
· Convention of the Rights of the Child work in every country - advocacy and training of NGO and Government staff;
· Advice centres for young people in Scotland – including training of volunteers.
Staff of development agencies (including SCF) and their partners 'do’ training, set up training courses and workshops, support others with training programmes, fund training, train trainers, monitor training, evaluate the results of training. We do so much of it!

And yet the results are not always as positive as we would wish. We find ourselves saying things like: “Well we did the training but they are still finding it so difficult.”… “Maybe we should do some more training to consolidate it"... "Well, it’s not so good… perhaps we could have a workshop to give our trainers more training"… "Our local trainers are finding it hard, can we bring in an expert and put on a seminar?" Trainees and participants, unable to put the training in practice, may say, "We didn’t have enough training" or may feel, "I’m no good at this." 
Perhaps I might suggest that the problem lies in thinking that the training part of learning is enough. This is because most of the work of development agencies involve new skills. And if we accept (as I have tried to show), that training is not so efficient in teaching skills and that people with fewer high quality educational experiences find it even more of a problem to relate learning in one context to another, then perhaps we do not need yet more 'training'; perhaps what is needed is a little 'managed experience'. 
I would like to illustrate this idea by looking carefully at the Lao Integrated Education 
Programme which, after a rather shaky start, seems to be going from strength to strength. 
Lessons from the Lao Integrated Education Programme 
This programme came about through two important circumstances. Most importantly, the Lao government committed itself to the goals of 'Education for All' and the 'Convention on Child Rights'. Children with disabilities were seen as one significant group of children who were outside the system. Until 1992 there were no educational services for disabled children anywhere in the country. In that year, the National Rehabilitation Centre, responding to the needs of children they saw in their clinic, set up a very small special school for a few children who were blind and few who were deaf. The centre used physiotherapists as teachers and sent them to Thailand for a little training. 
The second starting point was the effort that was being made to improve education 
through improving the curriculum, initial teacher training, management of schools and teaching methodology in both the small pre-school sector and in basic education. This was desperately needed. Between 1975 and 1990 the government had managed to increase access to primary school from a mere 30% to between 85% in urban areas, 72% in rural areas and 38% in mountainous areas. But the quality was low. Failure rates, repeater rates and drop out rates were very high. It took an average of 13 years for children to complete primary school of five grades and fewer than half enrolled children managed this. 
SCF programmes were helping with improving initial teacher training and the introduction of new teaching methodology in both kindergartens and primary schools. And so it was SCF that highlighted not just the 'ordinary failure' caused by poor teaching, but children who were failing because of learning problems that no one had noticed before. The kind of child who repeated Grade 1 three times, was then pushed into Grade 2 and there failed a further two or three times, and who then just dropped out. 
The highlighting of failure, the commitment to access, the efforts of UNESCO to raise awareness and help countries start inclusive or integrated education all led to SCF helping the Ministry of Education start a pilot Integrated Education (I.E.) project in Sapanthong Primary school in 1993. 
Sapanthong was a good choice. The building was good by Lao standards, most staff were qualified, the Director was very able, and the school was a ‘demonstration' school taking students for teaching practice and so was slightly more highly resourced. It was using the new more active teaching methods and the failure rate was below average. 
And, after a training course using the good UNESCO materials and very experienced trainers, twelve children with disabilities were enrolled. This number rose to seventeen in September 1994. It should have been all right. 
It was all right, but at a cost. Integration was perceived to be very difficult. By April 1995 nearly sixty days of training had gone in and goodwill had been stretched to the limit. The training had been done at weekends and holidays and during school time when student teachers had relieved staff of some of their teaching load. Training had been seen as the answer to the difficulties. It is easy to understand why everyone thought this was true when the task had proved to be so hard. 
One had to ask whether it was just impossible to begin a service of integration in a country so poor; a country still struggling to provide education for children and in which there was no local expertise to draw upon. The cost in very scarce personnel resources, in money and in teacher effort was, perhaps, too high even to start one more school. Integration, if it means anything at all, means access to local schools. It can not be done in one or two centres. The ultimate goal must be to reach all schools. So if the cost was too high for even one more school, then the pilot project had failed. It was just too difficult. 
One possibility existed, and that was to look carefully at what was actually causing the problem. It could be that the root of difficulty had not been lack of training and that the response to supply more, and yet more, training had been mistaken, especially if the ‘real situation' within which learning had to take place had not been ‘managed'. 
The elements of the situation were: 
· Having announced the start of the project, the school recruited more or less everyone who turned up. General statistics would suggest that there are about 5 or 6% of children who have disabilities - two per class of 35. With twelve (and then seventeen) children the school had far exceeded this number. Some classes had four children in alongside all the others and this number did not include the badly failing children already in the class; 
· Some of the children had been appropriately recruited. They were the correct age for grade 1 (six or seven years old) and were entering their local school with their peer group. This is the group that would need to be recruited year by year;
· Some children were travelling in from outside the neighbourhood because their local school was not integrated;

· Some children were much older. Having been excluded at six, they wanted to enter Grade 1 at ten, eleven or fourteen years old. Many of these children had very difficult social behaviour as they had never been taught proper behaviour and found the restrictions of school very difficult, or the school frightening;

· Two children had severe mental retardation and the curriculum was unsuitable for them. As the education service has no money for additional classroom help, catering for these children was (and continues to be) just too difficult for a teacher with 35 children in her care;

· The school was alone. With no other schools in the project, there were no colleagues to consult with, no fresh ideas, no sense of cooperation; 
· The school had no one to get advice from about individual children;

· Perhaps this was inevitable because the there were no in-country special educators, but the people who could have helped in small ways (teacher trainers and the Project Board members) had not been given this task as their responsibility; 
· Teachers’ knowledge of what to expect from children was very weak. They did not understand child development, nor could they think in terms of the whole child - particularly the child's social development; 
· Teachers’ general and special education skills were still too weak; 
· The school had been able to build friendly relationships with parents but did not know how to pull families into supporting the work of the teacher; 
· Lastly, and probably most importantly, because the school and the staff were so over-stretched the they had not been able to improve the situation for their failing children. And (in my opinion), the education of some other children had been put at risk, especially those children who were already finding school difficult. Schools must be good for all children. Securing the rights of the 'few' at the expense of the 'many' is wrong. 

It was for these reasons that they had found it so hard. Furthermore, much of the problem was associated with the situation that would face every school in the beginning. Later, for instance, there are no more children wanting to enter school late because a concerted effort has been made to bring them in at the proper time, and when more schools are integrated there will be no children needing to cross boundaries. 
To return to my illustrations at the start of this paper - they had got on their brand new bike and been sent off alone into the middle of rush hour traffic. It is no wonder the back wheel was wobbly and they were in danger of falling off. 
Having seen what was going on, it was vital that some correction be made at Sapanthong. The most useful help we could give them was to open up some nearby schools so that their enrollment problem would be eased. They also needed continuing support and some help with management.

In addition it seemed worthwhile starting a new experiment in which early experience could be ‘managed' in such a way as to give time and support for the schools and teachers to learn more successfully. And right from the start, the 
elements needed for cheap and rapid expansion would be built into the experiment. The plan that evolved is shown below. Each of the items aims to do one or more of the following: 
· Control the difficulty facing new schools;
· Ensure that everyone has clear achievable goals that are within reach so that confidence and commitment can grow through successful experiences;

· Provide flexible support throughout the learning period; 
· Ensure the rights of all children are protected; 
· Build up the human resources needed to replicate the process over and over again; 
· Keep costs down; 
· Give every child with special educational needs, every teacher and every school the best possible chance of success. 

The Lao I.E. experimental plan adopted in June 1995 comprises: 

1. Start up in kindergartens as well as primary school. This would allow some children to get an even earlier start - something which makes a big difference for children with disabilities. This would also enable the kindergarten sector to bring in a knowledge of child development, a wider range of methodology, and experience of working with families. 
2. Build a 'National Implementation Team' from the Primary and Pre-school sectors, teacher trainers, people from the Rehabilitation Centre and (once we got started) directors of 'strong' I.E. schools. This team would provide help and support through regular school visits, monitor each school and gradually take over the training. 
3. In any province where I.E was starting, immediately start a similar provincial team that could gradually take over locally.

4. Ensure that no school was alone. The smallest group of schools in any one district would be one kindergarten and one primary school - or where this was not possible - two primary schools. Encourage formal and informal contact and help between schools. This has been shown to be especially helpful for teachers starting this kind of work. 
5. Limit intake – seek out and give priority to local, appropriately aged children and aim for a normally expected number - that is 2 in a class of 35. In addition, include in the group of children getting special help, all children with a history of failure in school but do not allow over-recruitment.

6. In the first year or two be very cautious about the recruitment of children with severe or multiple disabilities 
7. Make improved teaching for all a keystone of the work. Use the failure rate as an 

indicator and general observation of teachers to help improve this aspect. Ensure the teacher's time and effort is properly balanced between all children. 

8. Ensure that the extra help given to children with special needs is based on the principle of using the least amount of intervention necessary. The aim is to make sure that they have access to experiences other children have, not to provide them with highly individualised programmes.
9. Limit initial training to one week, but provide a flexible system of extra training if needed. For example, training in Braille for the school taking blind children moving out into integration from the special school and allowing a delegation of teachers from a school in difficulty to spend some time in a stronger one etc. Spread training by starting with school management and lower grade teachers the first year and higher grade teachers in the second year. Train kindergarten teachers and primary school together so that useful skills are shared.
10. Build in a contact system – annual review meetings, newsletter, etc. 
11. Monitor closely.   
Using this plan, the project has grown from 11 schools in September 1995, to 26 in 1996, to 34 in September 1997.

At this point in time:

· Four provinces have I.E. projects (out of seventeen);

· There are twenty three primary schools and eleven kindergartens; 

· 237 children with special educational needs are enrolled - this includes children who have been deliberately recruited and children with learning problems and a history of repeated failure. There is an uncounted group of children with less severe physical difficulties who require no extra help, only a warm welcome; 

· One child has moved up to lower secondary and the project will be extended to this school soon; 

· More than 12,000 children are in I.E. schools and benefiting from improving teaching. They are also learning to accept and help and be friends with children with disabilities; 

· There is a national team of ten who undertook all training this year; 

· There are small teams of about five in each province: 

· With the help of a set of 'Management Guidelines' and a workshop that has just been held, provincial teams are planning their own programmes of expansion for September 1998, thus freeing the national team to start up in four more provinces; 

· The failure rate is gradually (but slowly) coming down in Grade 1 and 2; 
· There is an enormous demand from neighbouring villages and schools for the project to expand to them. I.E. is seen as good for all children and there has not been one single instance of overt prejudice from communities. There has been no need for 'awareness raising' campaigns; 

· By emphasising that school is for everyone, the issue of the dropping out or non-enrollment of some girls and other disadvantaged children is also being raised in communities. 
Of course the methodology is fairly basic, teachers have had so little opportunity to learn. And there is a 'rough and ready' approach to the work. But the children are in school and are receiving an education at least as good as other children. Schools, families and communities are accepting the idea that children have rights and these rights are for all. 
In development agencies such as SCF, I would like to see a much more careful use of training. We should stop seeing it as a panacea, but view it as only part of a learning experience. An experience which we must look at carefully. We might want to manipulate the situation as well as prepare the people – to manipulate it so that it supports learning and change. And this applies to programme work and to all aspects of our own staff development. I think we need to see the 'limitations of training' and add to our methodology an understanding of the uses of 'managed experience'. 
JC Holdsworth, Nov 1997 
� Indian bread, Chinese dumplings and this kind of cake all need to be rolled out, patted and shaped





