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We have lost two generations.
We do not want to lose another.

CRIPS staff member

LearnLink




uring his twenty-four years of
ictatorship (1965-1989),

Nicolae Ceaucescu’s policies
caused severe food shortages and
poverty. He also established a
pronatalist population policy that
severely restricted contraception and, as
in other communist countries, social
work was declared an unnecessary
profession. In Romania, one of
USAID?s strategic objectives is to tackle
the legacy and long term problems
created by these policies, including a
high rate of maternal mortality,
abortion, unintended pregnancies, and
abandoned children. USAID is

working with Romania to establish a
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community-based, family-focused
system of child welfare that will reduce
reliance on institutionalization.
LearnLink and World Learning are co-
piloting a project to experiment with
Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs) for reinforcing and
expanding skills among a cadre of social

workers.
Making up for lost decades

The current government of President
Emil Constantinescu has passed new
child welfare legislation and adopted a
national welfare policy focused on

creating healthy alternatives to institu-
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tionalization, as well as elaborate models

for preventing it in the first place.

The adoption of these policies has
attracted a new cadre of young people,
who have entered the social welfare field
and are trying to make up for lost
decades. They face formidable
challenges as they seek to strengthen
their skills to meet the needs of two
generations of neglected children.
Among their greatest challenges are

increasing access to:
B More hands-on, relevant training;

B Communication with colleagues in

other judets (counties);

B Opportunities for exchanges with
colleagues about what works and what

doesn’t;

B Ways of keeping abreast with the

ever-changing legislation; and

B Exchanges of reports, documents,
translations, examples, models, bibliog-

raphies, case studies, and articles.

USAID is supporting training initiatives
to workers, their supervisors, as well as
policy makers. Given the need for
widespread training, USAID also
contracted with LearnLink and World
Learning to implement a new pilot activity

to demonstrate how information and




communication technologies (ICTs)
might be used to support professional
networking, information sharing and
training for child welfare workers on an
ongoing basis. The pilot was designed

to answer two key questions:

B Can a greater number of participants
be trained at a lower marginal cost
and without compromising learning
outcomes by using computer
mediation to bolster face-to-face

training?

B To what degree does professional
networking actually occur once the
electronic communications tools such
as ListServs, discussion forums, web

sites, and chat are actually provided?

A sure sign of recovery . . .

A sure sign of post-communist recovery
is a rise in the civil society participation
of NGOs. One organization, a women-
owned and run NGO called The
Romanian Resource and Information
Centre for Social Professions-known by
the acronym CRIPS-is the key imple-
menting agent for the child welfare

pilot.

With a capable staff, the group already
has gathered and organized much of the
existing information on child welfare
reform in Romania. However, the
information is centrally located at the
CRIPS offices in Bucharest and is
currently difficult for those outside the
capital to access. Information and

communication technologies (ICTs) will

LearnLink HE—"



. LearnLink

make it possible for anyone in the
country with a computer, a modem and
a telephone line to access not only the
information in Bucharest but also

throughout the world.

A VIRTUAL COMMUNITY

LearnLink and World Learning will

create a “virtual community” of child

welfare professionals by setting up an

interactive web page. There, users will
be able to access and share information
relevant to their professional needs and
network with their peers by means of
listservs and discussion forums. With
the creation of a web site specific to the
Romanian child welfare reform process,
professionals will have easy access to
existing reports, translations, papers, and
information about events such as

seminars and COIlfCI‘CIlCCS.




The web site also will have links to
current sources outside the country that
are not readily accessible, such as
samples of other countries’ policies and
procedures for social work. In addition,
the web site will provide the opportu-
nity for Romania to share its experience
and lessons learned with other countries
that might have similar interests in the

process of child welfare reform.

Other email-based communications
such as listservs and news groups, which
have lower connectivity demands, are
being established to provide a means by
which professionals can exchange
information and carry out substantive
discussions online on practical matters
regarding child welfare. Moreover,

joining pre-existing listservs related to

social work and child welfare will
further contribute to the creation of a
solid child welfare community in

Romania.

Training is key. LearnLink is adapting
an existing face-to-face training module
module (Foundations of Social Work) to
a computer-mediated environment
using the Internet, the World Wide
Web (WWW), and/or CD-ROM,
which will reach a greater number of
Romanian child welfare professionals
and enable them to participate in

training while working.

Current training programs reach only
the highest levels of personnel in the
child welfare system. The question is

how to expand the training to lower
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LearnLink staff member Sonia Arias meets with CRIPS.

levels of the system while maintaining-or
even improving-the current quality and
lowering the cost enough to reach a

greater number of people.

THE TECHNOLOGY

If you're reading this on a Monday,
chances are that the technology for
delivering distance learning will have

improved by Tuesday.

By definition, distance learning covers a
wide range of media, some of which
have been in use for decades, such as

correspondence courses my mail. Later

courseware includes radio broadcasts,
and most recently, multimedia interac-

tive courses on the Internet and WWW.

All over the world, private sector
investment in distance learning
infrastructure and bandwidth allocation
are dramatically increasing. Universities
and for-profit firms are developing
excellent instructional materials, and
distance learning providers are increas-
ing their sophistication in tailoring
comparative formats and modalities to
the specific instructional or logistical

needs of varying target audiences.

In this activity, LearnLink is using the more

specific “computer-mediated training”-



meaning the specific use of computers
with the Internet and other interactive
multimedia—as the principal mode of
delivery. The use of CD-ROM is also of
note here. Traditionally, educational
technology experts associate CD-ROM-
based training with pre-programmed
material whereby the learner interacts
solely with the computer, and there is
usually no direct contact with a tutor,
instructor, other participants, or other

materials.

With computer-mediated training, on
the other hand, the learning materials
are designed and developed for delivery
via the Internet as HTML files. The
Internet is an open system where the
learner can move outside his/her
environment and is not confined to
areas pre-determined by the instruc-
tional designer (as on a pre-pro-
grammed CD-ROM). Because many of
the participants do not have access to
sufficient telecommunications infra-
structure, this allows them to read the
course on CD-ROM using a web
browser and make full use of its
hypertext without actually having to go
online. The participant can still
communicate and interact with
colleagues and tutors via email, listservs,
and newsgroups, which have fewer
connectivity requirements than the

Web.

In Romania, technology is a phenom-
enon associated with urban areas, youth,
and higher education. The more
urban participants in a focus group
conducted in Bucharest viewed
technology as “having no downsides,”
while the rural and less educated
participants were far less enthusiastic,
perceiving technology as an obstacle
rather than an advantage. It is likely
that the reality of the experience will be
different for both.
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