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Introduction

 “SKILL” stands for Securing Knowledge Intra Lifelong Learning. The aim of the SKILL Programme is to,

"Educate, develop and train support staff in the health services to the optimum of their abilities in order to enhance their role in the quality of service to patients/clients."

Training is a programme of blended learning, where experience gained in the work environment is combined with attendance in a learning environment during the modules and home study. 
What is a Critical Mass Site (CMS)?

The SKILL Training Programme is delivered in either of two ways:

A. ‘Scattergun Approach’

This is where individual participants participate on training in local VECs. In this instance, they are placed in classroom settings with other staff from various HSE / Voluntary disability organisations. 

The location and schedule of this approach is decided upon by the Regional SKILLVEC.

The content of the training delivered is in recognition of all staff within the classroom and aims to provide a understanding of SKILL modules in generality. While organisation specific working environments are recognised and brought up for discussion within training, there is no input of guest lecturers / organisations throughout the training. 

B. A SKILLS-VEC Critical Mass Site is an approach to the delivery of SKILL which is tailored to the specific needs of the employing organisation. A CMS is developed in conjunction with SKILL, SKILLVEC, OTC, individual participants, employing organisations, the VEC and DFI.  
A CMS is based and delivered in a suitable local venue, with agreed modules and outcomes, for a given named cohort of staff.  Key to the CMS concept is having a sufficient number of participants in the one locality to warrant basing the course there. In addition there is significant input from the participating organisations, through guest lecturers, briefing notes to tutors etc. 
MAYO CMS 2009 / 2010 BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE

Scattergun Delivery: 
The first two years of Mayo agencies involvement with SKILL was using the ‘scattergun approach’ and this was found to be almost unworkable in some instances and at best very difficult to manage.  This because the initial approach of SKILL VEC to delivering training on a national basis, was to set it in locations and venues in broadly central locations relative to the area that they were drawing participants from.   So for instance, Tubbercurry might be regarded as a suitable venue for people coming from Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon and South Donegal.  In purely mileage terms this seemed like a reasonable arrangement, but for employers trying to arrange rostering and back-up for staff who were attending training it became very difficult, because:
a) Staff were travelling long distances and were entirely unavailable,
b) Supporting trainees was more difficult,

c) Scattergun delivery proved very expensive with capitation inadequate to provide trainee support as well as staff backup. 

d) Module content was too generic and not sufficiently focused on actual job.

Based on these experiences and the feedback from DFI member organisations in Mayo,, DFI set about trying to establish a Critical Mass Site (CMS) for 2009 / 2010 to try to address the above issues. 
CMS Approach:
Why a Critical Mass Site?  A CMS when compared with Scattergun Delivery makes life far easier and more efficient for all concerned.  This is because in essence a CMS is the coming together of a few organisations through DFI to plan their training program together and arranging that a substantial number of their staff attend the training at the same time in the same place.  In other words if there are fifteen staff in need of training in Castlebar, it can be arranged that all of the training is delivered in one venue and with far more input and control from the organisations involved.  

In Mayo 2009 / 2010 based on the experience of the Scattergun approach in 2007/8 and the difficulties it created, DFI approached several organisations to try to collaborate in having the 2009/2010 training set in one venue within easy reach of all participants, thus making organisation far more efficient.  Agreeing this approach also enabled the organisations participating to have a substantial input on the outcomes from the various modules provided.  This was important in that organisations could put their particular “spin” or “ethos” on how training is delivered, so as to differentiate say, between working in a community setting, or in an institution, or between working with intellectual disability and physical/sensory disability.  Also the actual training and module schedule can be planned, scheduled and structured to suit all concerned.
In Mayo the CMS 2009 / 2010 the organisations involved are: 

1. Mayo CIL
2. Rehab Care
3. IWA
Workplan for Mayo CMS 09/010
Preparation and planning for the CMS was relatively straight forward and involved a few meetings with the VEC, DFI and between the organisations involved. This is largely due to the key input of the DFI Support Office for the western region. This provided for a co-ordinator to be present at key stages of the training, to ensure that all stakeholders were working together along an agreed workplan and schedule. 
Having ensured that there was sufficient demand to sustain a CMS, participating organisations and staff were identified. An expression of interest was submitted to the VEC for CMS in Mayo.

Organisations then met with DFI and the VEC to talk it through and to fully understand what is involved. Those involved came together to plan exactly how it should proceed, agreeing for instance, venues, overall training content, exact modules to be delivered, module outcomes, training schedule etc.

DFI

· Reviewing feedback on SKILL 09/010 in Mayo;
· Meet with organisations to explain the SKILL CMS approach;
· Having identified sufficient trainees in the organisations together with Expressions of Interest, DFI applied to VEC to base a CMS in Mayo.
Organisations
· Review training needs.
· Meet with DFI and other organisations to explore the CMS.

· Identify trainees.

· Return expression of interest etc.
· Planning of training schedule, venues, staff rostering etc.
· Supporting trainees throughout their training.

· Ensuring all administration, funding etc. is dealt with efficiently.

(For full information see,” Line Managers SKILL Introduction, on SKILL website)
EXPERIENCE OF CRITICAL MASS SITE

Line Management Experience 

As a manager I am delighted with the way SKILL Level 5 has developed this year and this is as a result of the critical mass site located here in Castlebar, Co. Mayo.   We had used the other system the two years previously and found it very awkward and difficult to plan around.  With the CMS we found it was very beneficial to have the opportunity to have an input into the module descriptors and to meet with the VEC prior to the course starting.  
Each module runs 1 day per week and is completed in full before the next module starts. Students find that this is much easier as modules are not overlapping.  This caused a lot of confusion in the past as a number of the modules were running together. Administration duties in the office have been reduced and it is also much easier to organise cover as it is very clear when staff are on training.     
Having discussed the training with staff, they feel they are learning skills which will definitely benefit them in their role as a Personal Assistant and this will also enhance further work opportunities.   Particularly as it is FETAC Certified. 
Mentoring

One of the issues being raised is that there is a lot of work to be completed in a short period of time.   Two members of staff who have already completed the SKILLS FETAC Level  5 have been put in place to mentor current students.  Students feel this has been of great benefit and is working out very well.   I feel the input of Mayo CIL into the modules is having a positive impact on staff as they feel the modules are now more “person centred focused” and this supports the ethos of independent living.  
I am pleased to see great team building taking place amongst staff and this will be of great benefit to our organisation.  In such a short period of time it is encouraging to see staff working together as this boosts staff morale.

Study sessions

Overall the feedback from staff has been positive and inspiring despite the extra workload.  Students are now coming into our boardroom for study sessions on a weekly basis  to complete assignments and projects. Here they have access to computers, photocopier etc. and the mentors.  This they tell me reduces the stress of having to complete modules at home alone.  I am looking forward to staff taking part in the SKILL Programme again this year and having put the critical mass site in place this makes it easier going forward.  

 (Mayo Leader Coordinator & Mentor 1)

I have now had regular sessions with staff members who are participating in Skillvec level 5. One of the issues raised by staff is some of the modules assignments seem to be much harder this year. I don’t agree with this as I have looked over all the modules. However, I feel it is the way the module is presented by tutors is causing this problem.  I also feel that modules are being presented much better now than in the past.  
An issue which keeps coming up is students find it hard to discipline themselves to study at home.  We have now agreed in Mayo CIL that students are invited to use the boardroom in our office to study on a weekly basis and will also have access to me and my colleague as their mentors.  Overall participants are enjoying this course as it is opening their minds and find it is benefiting their work.

From our experience and from the experience of staff we would fully recommend participating on SKILL.  The training itself is of a high quality and under the Critical Mass approach it can be fashioned more to the specific needs of trainees and employer organisations.  Derdre Fahey (Mayo CIL)
Students questionnaire feedback

· Tell us, what is your favourite module so far? The tutor made it very interesting. She made sure we understood everything and went back over it if needed.
· Please give your opinion of the COMMUNICATION module- The tutor had not done communications before. She had been asked to do it as the tutor for the course was off sick. The work load was far too heavy. For the first two weeks we were totally confused. Quite a few people on the course mentioned leaving and not doing the course. 

· Please give your opinion of the PERSON CENTRED FOCUS TO DISABILITY module: I think more time should be given on explaining what was needed when doing the written assessment. Most of the class agreed later on they were unsure of how to go about answering the questions.
· What changes, if any, could be made to make the course more relevant to a Personal Assistant’s role? More case studies
· Would you recommend this Course to fellow Personal Assistants – 100% of respondents answered they would
· If you have any other suggestions regarding how we could improve the training: More time and help to do the assignments. A lot of our assignments involved looking up the internet, not everyone on the course was computer literate, as we were told at the start that we did not need to be.
Conclusion on the CMS Approach
From feedback with those involved in Mayo in 2009 / 2010it can be said that the Critical Mass Site is generally a far more efficient and focused training arrangement than the Scattergun approach.  Based on experience of both, we would suggest that the CMS approach should be developed more fully and rolled out in other parts of the country.  
Under the Scattergun approach the management of staffing is quite complex as staff may be gone from early morning until late in the evening, and are therefore entirely unavailable for work that day.  Also travel and the cost of same is a big issue and can be very substantial.  Trainees are invariably meeting different participants in each session, thus not building real team spirit or simply getting to know each other.  This dramatically limits the potential for peer support among trainees. 

This equally applies to lecturers who are speaking to a new bunch of people each day and participants are meeting entirely new trainers for each module.  
Module outcomes are more generic and without focus on actual context of day to day work done.
Under the CMS approach virtually all of these problems are eliminated as well as a far more satisfactory training experience being achieved by participants and their employing organisations:  

· Efficiency—Value for money, Time management, Control. 
· Management and planning—Back-up cover for staff, Training schedule, Travel.
· Quality of training experience—Staff satisfaction, Student support and mentoring, 
· Input to module content/delivery and outcomes

· Responsiveness—feedback is far quicker and more consistent and can be acted on quickly.
Recommendation – Galway CMS 2010 / 2011
Based on the experience of the Mayo CMS 2009 / 2010, a number of service providers in Galway have requested that a Critical Mass Site be run in Galway next year. There is a large cohort of staff in need of training across several agencies and a CMS is the only practical means by which training can be delievered to all in a reasonable timeframe.  The organisations involved are MS Ireland, RehabCare, Galway CIL, and IWA all of whom have substantial training requirements. 
Just between these four there are enough staff to fill two CMSs’ and on this basis we would recommend the placing of two in Galway next year.  There are several other organisations in Galway city and county who also have staff in need of training. And we are currently assessing their needs.
Based on the very positive experience of the Mayo and the developing demand for quality training we feel that running two such projects in Galway is a sensible next step in training provision. 
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