Providing lifelong learning for unskilled youth workers in Thailand through distance education

Professor Sumalee Sungsri
Abstract
The importance of lifelong education has been recognised in Thailand for many years, and it has been reflected in the national policies and development plans in every period, since 1940. The present National Education Act, launched in 1999, proposes a lifelong education philosophy as a framework for the whole education system for the country. To follow this philosophy, the government tries to serve every group of people, from young children to adults. Among them, the unskilled youth workers are one of the main target groups which need considerable attention. This is because over 50% of them have only primary education and no basic working knowledge and skills. Helping the government solve this problem, the following research was carried out in order to develop an appropriate strategy to provide lifelong learning for these workers. The study focuses on youths who do not have a chance to continue their studies and are about to enter the labour market. The research questions were: 1) What types of basic knowledge and skills are needed for preparing young workers about to enter the labour market? and 2) If these youths are upgraded with knowledge and skills acquired by a distance learning method, would it be successful? The data were obtained through questionnaires and interview forms carried out with 2,000 youths who were about to enter the labour market, 100 administrators from 20 selected factories, and 100 staff from other relevant agencies. The results showed that after these youths studied through the five distance learning packages, which had been developed, they successfully gained the knowledge and skills required. The distance learning packages were accepted by all of the relevant agencies. The results of this study will be very useful for preparing young workers for the labour market throughout the country.

Introduction 
The importance of lifelong learning has been recognised in Thailand for many years, and it has been reflected in the national policies and development plans in every period, since 1940. For example, the present National Education Act, launched in 1999, proposed a lifelong education philosophy as a principle and framework for organising the country’s whole education system. To follow this philosophy, the government has introduced a number of measures to let every group of people access lifelong learning opportunities. One of the main approaches was introduced by the Office of Non-formal and Informal Education (formerly named the Department of Non-formal Education - NFE), the Ministry of Education. This department has direct responsibility in promoting and supporting lifelong education activities. In 2006, the Department proposed a strategic plan or road-map for promoting lifelong learning for all. This strategic plan included five main strategies. They were: 
Strategy I: Get to the target - directly approach various target groups of all areas; 
Strategy II: Find solutions to learners’ questions - put the emphasis on problem-solving skills and life-quality enhancement;
Strategy III: Expansion and development of various leaning sources - provide more channels for all people to access learning opportunities; 
Strategy IV: Strengthening cooperation among partnership networks - promote and support partnership  networks to provide NFE programmes and activities; and 
Strategy V: Quality service - improve management system to place the emphasis on quality service provision.

Under these strategies, the target groups of lifelong education were identified and more channels were provided for them to access more learning opportunities. Apart from that, other departments and agencies, not only those within the Ministry of Education, were encouraged to actively take part in providing lifelong education to the target groups. The unskilled youth workers are one of the main target groups that require considerable attention. This is because the workers are the major source of income for the country. However, most of them still have a poor education background. For example, in 2005, there were about 43 million workers out of a whole population of 63 million (Office of National Statistic, 2005). Approximately 70% of them (or 31 out of 43 million) still had only a secondary education and lower (Office of Non-formal Education Administration, 2005). According to Chiengkul’s study (2008), about 56% of the whole workforce had only primary education and lower. The government is highly concerned about this situation and has announced policies on upgrading knowledge and skills of workers. 
For example, one of the policies, issued in 2005, stated that approximately 50% of the workers should have at least a secondary education by 2008 (Office of the Prime Minister, 2005). All related agencies, institutions, private sectors and researchers were encouraged to take part in improving this situation. Considering the background of the workers, it was found that most of them not only had a poor basic education background, but they also lacked vocational knowledge before entering the labour market. Once they entered the labour market, they had less opportunity to obtain a classroom-based education because most of them worked in shifts (Sungsri, S. 1997). It was also found by Sungsri and Priatchapan’ study (2000) that 77% of young women who entered the labour market had no prior vocational background. Whilst employed, they had no opportunity to obtain an education in the form of classroom learning. They suggested that preparing new workers with basic knowledge and skills for work before entering factories was needed. This information indicated that upgrading knowledge and skills is necessary for both those about to enter the labour market and those who are already employed. Different training methods need to be made available, other than the classroom method, designed to be compatible with their working lives. 
In order to obtain an appropriate guideline to provide lifelong learning opportunities for these workers, the researcher conducted a study. This study only focused on the group of youths who were about to enter the labour market. The number of this target group is high e.g. there are over one million youths who have no chance to continue their study at upper secondary school level and tertiary education level each year, and this number increases year after year. The objectives of this study were: 
1) To study the opportunity for secondary school youths who have nearly finished their secondary school education to receive knowledge related to occupations before they enter the labour market.
2) To identify the types of vocational knowledge and skills necessary for new youth workers to enter the labour market.

3) To employ the data obtained from objectives 1 and 2 in order to develop distance learning packages designed to prepare youths to enter the labour market.
4) To evaluate the distance learning packages.
Research Methodology

The process of this study included 3 steps: 
Step 1 - To study the opportunities of youths who are about to enter the labour market to receive knowledge related to occupations and identifying vocational knowledge and skilled necessary for the new youth workers. 
To meet these research objectives, three target groups were questioned: 1) 2,000 secondary school youths from 20 schools throughout the country; 2) 100 factory administrators from 20 factories, which were purposively selected from all of the factories throughout the country; and 3) 100 administrators and staff from relevant agencies from ten provinces throughout the country, responsible for upgrading the knowledge and skills of workers. Questionnaires were carried out to obtain information from the secondary school youths, and two types of interview forms were used to obtain information from the factory administrators and from administrators and staff of the relevant agencies respectively. The quantitative data obtained were analysed by frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation. Data from open-ended questions were analysed by contents analysis.
Step 2 - To develop distance learning packages with which to train the new workers. 
Data obtained from all sources of information in Step 1 were analysed and then synthesised and grouped according to the subject contents. Then they were developed into a curriculum to prepare new youth workers for the labour market. Ten experts in the field of workforce development were invited to a seminar to review the curriculum and suggest any necessary amendments that could be made. From this curriculum, the contents for five subjects were selected and developed into five distance learning packages. Each package comprised of a textbook, as a main media, and a VCD, as a supplementary media. Then, ten experts in distance learning materials were invited to a seminar in order to review and make any suggestions as to how the distance learning packages could be developed and improved. The distance learning packages were adjusted before their trial.
Step 3 - To evaluate the developed distance learning packages.
The five distance learning packages were trialed with 150 school children who had nearly finished Form 3 (early secondary education) and Form 6 (upper secondary education), and who were about to enter the labour market. These school children were randomly selected from two secondary schools in two industrial areas in the central part of the country. These youths were assigned to five groups, with 30 in each. First, students in each group were given a pre-test. Then students in each group studied each of the five learning packages. They started by studying with the textbook for about one month and followed this by studying from the VCD. After that, they were post-tested. In addition to the post-test, they were also given a questionnaire to identify their satisfaction of the textbook and VCD within each learning package.

Main Findings 
1. Opportunity of youths in obtaining knowledge and skills related to occupations. 
Approximately 79% of the sampled youths stated that they had never attended any vocational training programmes to prepare themselves for the labour market. Of the reasons for this, 42.2% said that they had no time, 19.8% said it was because they had no information about training programmes, 16.9% said it was because they did not have enough money, and 12.7% did not realise that it was necessary for them. They had only obtained a small amount of prior vocational knowledge, which had been available in some parts of their school textbooks for some subjects. In general, if they needed some kind of information about something, most of them stated that they usually went to libraries and some of them obtained information from several kinds of media. The form of media that they preferred most was television, followed by computers, printed media, radio and VCD respectively.

2. Type of vocational knowledge and skills which are necessary for new youth workers to enter the labour market. 
In order to meet this objective youths, factory administrators and personnel of relevant agencies were asked for their opinions. 
Of the youths, 54.86% stated that they needed knowledge and skills for each field of occupation e.g. industry, commerce, services, etc.; 52.2% wanted knowledge or information about safety in work; 48.37% wanted to learn a foreign language; 46.51% wanted to gain computer skills; 42.19% wanted to gain knowledge about human relationships and team-working; 38.83% wanted to learn communication and computing skills; and 37.09% wanted to gain the skills for using new tools and technology. With regards to the method of training or learning, 50.03% of youths preferred self study through media together with some face-to-face tuition with instructors, and 48.8% of youths ranked the classroom method as the next most popular means of studying. If they had to study through media, they preferred computers most of all, followed by television.

The factory administrators suggested three groups of knowledge and skills which they considered necessary for workers. For the first group: knowledge and skills in each field of occupations, they suggested that computer skills were the most important (60.3%), followed by languages (57.4%), industry (54.4%), administration and services (17.6%), home economics (11.8%), and commerce (7.4%). For the second group: knowledge and skills useful for work, they suggested that safety in work was the most important (75%), followed by health care in work (58.3%), human relationships and team work (52.8%), how to use new tools and technology (51.4%), and foreign languages (44.4%) respectively. For the third group: knowledge for quality of life development, they suggested that sufficiency economy for workers was the most important (82.2%), followed by preventing drug addiction (57.5%), and health and exercise (54.8%) respectively.
The personnel from relevant agencies suggested that the unskilled youth workers should obtain the following knowledge and skills, and ranked them in order of importance: knowledge and skills in each field of occupations (67%), virtues and ethics in work (60.7%), related law (60.7%), information technology skills (54.5%), how to work effectively (52.7%), and human relationships (48.2%). They also suggested that the preferred training method should be in the form of self study through media together with some face-to-face tuition with teachers (67.3%), followed by classroom learning (45.5%), and then self study from media (31.8%).

3. Developing curriculum and learning packages.

The researcher collated and analysed all the data obtained in the second stage in order to form a curriculum for unskilled youth workers. The curriculum was composed of eight subjects: 1) basic knowledge about occupations; 2) basic English for workers; 3) computer skill for workers; 4) virtues, ethics and industrial habits for workers; 5) communication and computing skills; 6) sufficiency economy for workers; 7) health and safety in work; and 8) related law and social welfare for workers. Each subject consisted of: objectives of the subject, course description, scope of contents, learning activities, learning media, period of time for study (30-36 hours), and evaluation activities.

From this, five subjects were selected to be developed into five distance learning packages: 1) Basic knowledge about occupations; 2) Virtues, ethics and industrial habits for workers; 3) Sufficiency economy for workers; 4) Communication and computing skills; and 5) Related law and social welfare for workers. Each distance learning package was made up of: 1) a manual which described how to use the learning package; 2) one textbook, including exercises at the end of each section, as a main media tool; and 3) one VCD, as a supplementary media tool, which contained three 10-minute role play series, providing additional experience of the workplace for the target groups.
4. Evaluating the learning packages.

The researcher evaluated the learning packages by trialing them with 150 youths who were about to enter the labour market. They were organised into five groups, with 30 youths in each. The students in each group studied each learning package for about one month. The results showed that the post-test scores of youths in every group were significantly higher than the pre-test scores. Moreover, the youths expressed their high level of satisfaction with the learning packages (printed media and VCD). For the printed media (or textbooks), youths stated that the contents were very useful and applicable. It helped them to have a suitable vocational knowledge to prepare themselves before entering the labour market. The presentation style made the contents easy to understand. For the VCD, which was supplementary media, youths stated that the role plays helped them to precisely understand the course contents. The cases presented in the VCD were very interesting and let them see the real situation in the work places. The length of each series was appropriate, the pictures and sound were clear, and the actors were very suitable.
Conclusion

The present National Education Act of Thailand follows a lifelong education philosophy. Policies and plans were introduced to make lifelong learning opportunities exist to all Thai people. One of the main approaches has been the introduction of a strategic plan by the Office of Non-formal and Informal Education. Under this strategic plan, target groups of lifelong learning were identified and presented with various channels of learning opportunities. This study has shown how to provide lifelong learning opportunities to one of the main target groups, the youths who are about to enter the labour market. The findings from this study have illustrated that providing lifelong learning opportunities to the unskilled new workers by using distance learning packages is possible and applicable. The result of this study could be used as a guideline for the provision of education to upgrade knowledge and skills of the other groups of workers who are already in employment without them needing to leave their jobs in order to study. With appropriate design and administration, this guideline can be extended to help the workers throughout the country. It can help to keep the workers up-to-date with various kinds of knowledge. Finally, every group can be equipped with the required level of knowledge and skills. In other words, everyone can continuously receive lifelong learning opportunities. 
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