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PUBLIC WEATHER SERVICES ASPECTS OF SWFDP

Optimum Training Techniques in improving Public Weather Services

(Submitted by Gerald Fleming, Chair of the OPAG on PWS)

Summary and purpose of document

This document considers how traditional approaches to learning and training have but limited application in the area of Public Weather Services, and describes a new approach to training initiated by the OPAG on PWS.
Action Proposed  

The meeting is invited to review the training concept of “Learning through Doing” and make recommendations as to whether it might be employed in helping to develop the PWS aspects of the SWFDP.

Training Techniques appropriate to the improvement of Public Weather Services.

The concept of training, whether it be initial training in Meteorology, refresher courses, or continuing professional development, has always centered around the formal learning model. This model, based on that used in universities for centuries, is based around learning from books and lectures; on private reflection and study; and on the acquisition of knowledge.
The development of computers and the growth of the Internet has allowed the emergence of the concept of Computer Aided Learning. At first this merely replaced the word, diagram, or picture on the printed page with the same words, diagrams and pictures on a computer screen. More sophisticated techniques allowed the use of hyperlinks whereby a student who did not understand a particular point or definition could be easily directed to some background information and explanation, without cluttering up the main body of the text.

The greater availability of broadband has now enabled the holding of “on-line lectures” whereby the lecturer is in one location and the students are scattered through many countries, or perhaps continents. The lecturer can display slides, animations etc on the students computer screen while simultaneously providing an explanation; the software allows the students to interact by asking questions and making relevant points. The students may also “point” to items on the screen at the request of the lecturer, and complete short questionnaires to demonstrate their grasp of the subject at issue. This technology provides an effective and economic tool for providing “refresher” type courses to the meteorological community, who by their nature tend to be thinly-scattered in a geographical sense. Despite all the technology, however, this training is still essentially traditional in nature, following the formal learning model of imparting information and expertise from lecturer to student on what is essentially a one-to-one basis.
Skills relevant to the provision of improved Public Weather Services.

However, when we consider training for skills relevant to improving Public Weather Services, we find significant limitations imposed by this traditional model. These limitations are a function of the skills themselves – the skills of communication, presentation, personal interaction, networking etc are essentially social skills, and they need to be learned in a social context. While we can prepare Guidelines on best practice etc, and these are very useful as reference points, we can only train people in social skills within a social training setting.
Thus the PWS Programme has put a lot of emphasis on workshop-type training in the past, and this can be very effective. However it is an expensive training technique in terms of resources, and realistically WMO does not have the funds to provide this type of training, through the Secretariat, to anything like the necessary degree.

We must also recognise that training an individual or two within an organisation in these type of skills is of limited value. For these skills to be fully employed often requires a change in an entire organisational culture. Public Sector organisations tend, by their nature, to be conservative, and resistant to change. Changing the culture of an organisation to bring its focus outwards to users, rather than inwards onto itself, requires the simultaneous training of a number of staff who represent a “critical mass” within the organisation (or element within the organisation, such as a Forecast Office). This “Critical Mass” might range from 20% to 50-60%, depending on the individuals concerned. 

Learning through Doing

For these reasons the OPAG on PWS has conceived an approach which is given the name “Learning through Doing”. This approach to training combines formal training with workshops, mentoring, follow-up visits and reviews. It envisages an on-going process of one to two years duration which engages not just the staff of an NMHS but also the users and key contacts in co-operating organisations (media, emergency managers etc). It seeks to build relationships and bridges outwards from the NMHS which will endure long after the training initiative has concluded, creating a virtuous “positive feedback loop” of active dialogue between meteorologist and users. 
This approach of “Learning through Doing” is described in more comprehensive fashion in the paper presented by Dr M.C. Wong to the Symposium on Public Weather Services held in WMO in December 2007 (available on the WMO website at http://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/amp/pwsp/documents/MCWong.pdf ). In considering this paper, it would be useful for the Steering Committee to discuss the optimum training methods that might be employed in extending the Severe Weather Forecast Demonstration Project to encompass PWS aspects. The resource implications of providing training in these “social” skill sets should also be considered.
