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ABSTRACT

Unocal Thailand has been providing English language training for its employees
for over fifteen years. For the most part, this training has been for new employ-
ees and has prepared them for their job in the petroleum industry as well as for
further techmceal tramnmg in English. Recently, however, the company has shifted
from pre-service training to upgrade training of workers already in the field. This
article deals with an approach to provide proficiency upgrade programs in his-
tening and reading to full-time workers while wrestling with problems of

scheduling and motivation.

Unocal Thailand has been producing natural gas
from its Guif of Thailand fields for necarly fiftecn
vears. All of the gas produced is sold to the Pe-
troleum Authority of Thailand and over the years
this plentiful and wexpensive source of encrgy has
plaved a major role in the country’s rapid growth.

Since its initial involvement in Thailand,
Unocal has emphasized the development of its
personnel and the transter of technical skills and

knowledge to the Thai work force. A total of

fifteen traming groups (over five hundred indi-
viduals) have graduated from the basic tramning
program at the company’s training facility in
Songkhla (graciously named Scrtapar Center by
Her Roval Highness Princess Maha Chakri
Sirmdhorn during her visit there in April 1990).

The purpose of basic tramning is to take new
emplovees (recent graduates of technical colleges
or workers with a few years™ experience clse-
where) and develop them into skilled technicians
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for the offshore petroleum industry. This training
includes six to eight months of English followed
by technical training in specific craft areas
(electrical, mechanical, instrumentation
or production). There is also a cross-cultural
component to help employees adjust to a multi-
national work environment. [n addition, instruction
in fire fighting, sea survival and first aid is pro-
vided to enable employees to deal with any
emergency situation they might encounter off-
shore.

The six to eight months of language instruc-
tion is a total immersion program -— thirty hours
per week — aimed at developing all four skills.
It begins at an elementary level in general Eng-
lish and progresses to a high intermediate level
which includes job-specific technical English.
English 1s the working language of communica-
tion in the international oil industry and is the
language through which traiing occurs. Our goal,
therefore, 1s twofold: 1) to provide tramees with
the English language skills to enable them to per-
form eftectively on the job; and 2) to provide the
trainees with a sufficient foundation of English to
enable them to participate in the technical train-
ing programs, all of which are taught in English
by native Enghsh speakers. In terms of measur-
able proficiency levels, our target levels for entry
level emplovees -- those who have completed
basic training — are a 1+ level on the Language

Proficiency Interview (1.PI) and the equivalent of

450 on the Test of English for international Com-
munication (TOEIC).

In recent years there has been a slowdown m
hiring new employecs and the company’s focus
has shifted from training new employees to up-
grading those already in the work force. This
provided two major challenges for the English lan-
guage instructors at Settapat: 1) identifying those
workers in the field who need upgrade language
training, and 2) incorporating extended language
training into a full-time work schedule.

Needs assessment questionnaires for all posi-
tions were sent offshore to be filled out by both
the job holder and his supervisor. In this way, an
accurate accounting of the language requirements
for cach position could be obtamed because the
questionnaires included views from both perspec-

tives. A standard of language performance was
derived from the descriptions of the needs assess-
ments. The next step was to test all job holders to
see if they met the required standards. Settapat
Center developed its own in-house test -~ the Test
of English for the Petroleum Industry (TOEPI) —-
to do this. This test has been shown to be both re-
liable and valid and has a high correlation with the
TOEIC test.

Management decided that all upgrade training
would imitially focus on supervisors and seniors.
It was then a simple matter for us to identify the
individuals in that group who did not meet their
standard and assign them to English language
training. For those who met or exceeded their
standard, no further English language training
was necessary.

The needs assessments and further discussions
with supervisors indicated that the priority areas
for language training were reading and listening.
Nearly ail written communtcation offshore is in
English, and this includes everything from e-mail
and company announcements to safety alerts and
manufacturers’ technical manuals. Although it
may not be necessary to comprehend every bit of
information that is posted on the bulletin board.
the demand for a thorough knowledge of techni-
cal English becomes obvious when a piece of
cquipment breaks down and technicians are forced
to go to the manufacturer’s manual to find out
how to repair it. Since it is unlikely that manuals
such as these will ever be translated into Thai,
reading comprehension ability in English will al-
ways be a necessary skill.

Listening was also identified as essential be-
cause all future technical upgrade training will
probably be in English. This includes other tech-
nical training besides that taught by Settapat
instructors. Manufacturers oflen send their own
instructors abroad 1o conduct training on their
equipment and Unocal regularly sends technicians
as far afield as Alaska, California or Scotland for
further training.

We decided from the outsct that for the arcas
of listening and rcading, we nceded to improve the
overall proficiency of the individuals rather than
provide skills-based training for specific tasks. In
the first place, TOEP! scores for the participants
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indicated that they might be too low to benefit
from a course in, say. "How to Read a Technical
Manual™ without preparatory training at a more
elementary level. Secondly. a three-day workshop
on understanding the manufacturer’s manual
“Caterpillar Industrial Engines,” for instance,
would probably help very little in enabling the
employee to understand Unocal’s guide to
traveling safely offshore by helicopter. Mechanics
would need to be able to comprehend both, but
the two publications vary so widely in content,
vocabulary, and style that traming an individual to
read one doesn’t necessarily mean he can read the
other. Instead we needed to provide the language
foundation and skills to enable the employee to
read anything at that level.

The goal to raise the proficiency levels of em-
ployees would take a significant commitment of
time and energy from both the instructors and the
participants. One or two workshops might pro-
duce some short-tcrm gains, but any advances
made in the short run would likely be subject to
crosion unless there was continued reinforcement.
The reading component of the basic program con-
sists of 160 hours of classroom work, but as
mentioned above. those trainees studied English
full-time over an extended period. The participants
selected to be in the upgrade program, on the
other hand. were full time workers and could not
be released from their jobs for six months to study
English. Our main concem was how to provide
the hours of training it would take to raise profi-
ciency levels.

The tvpical schedule for an offshore Unocal
employee is fourteen days at the offshore worksite
followed by fourteen days oft work. At first. this
might look like an ideal schedule for training,
since the workers are free for fourteen days every
month and could presumably use this time to at-
tend classes. Most workers. however. do not live
in Songkhla and are reluctant to spend any of their
valuable “field break™ time away from their homes
and families. Scheduling a lot of traming time
Songkhla might seriously affect the motivation of
the participants. It should be remembered too. that
these mdividuals are not students but experienced
technicians, most of them having been outside the
academic community for many years. In some
cases, stmply the idea of “going back to school™

for long periods of time can be demotivational for
workers.

Another alternative was to hold the courses
offshore at the field’s living quarters. However.
this had been tried in the past and was deemed to
be less than successful because employees are
simply too tired after their twelve-hour workshifts
to be very productive in class. Scheduling classes
during workshifts, even during so-called “slow
periods,” didn’t work because inevitably some
workers would have to be called out for duty.

Our task then, was to improve the proficiency
levels of the participants, providing at least the
equivalent 160 hours of our basic program, with-
out being able to schedule them for long
classroom periods. The solution we arrived at was
to provide a one-year program with two
intermeshing elements: classroom instruction and
self-study materials.

Both the reading and listening upgrade pro-
grams have identical structures. (Students are
assigned to either the reading or the listening
stream. but not both.) Each participant attends
four four-day classroom sesstons, one every three
months. Each session consists of approximately
25 hours of work (minus the time for pre- and
post-tests. evaluations. etc.), providing 100 hours
of classroom istruction over the 12 month period
In both streams. instructors employ a wide vari-
ety of teaching methods and also include
instruction i study skills and learning strategies.
something we felt would be useful for participants
when working on their own between sessions.

Between classroom sessions, students are re-
quired to complete the exercises in a self-study
packet of materials. These materials are in the
form of a workbook which is distributed to the
students at the end of the last day of cach session.
The first session also includes an orientation pe-
riod when the student is told how and when to
complete the materials, how to use the answer key
provided. etc.

For the reading program, the self study work-
book consists of twelve units. one unit for each of
the twelve weeks between classroom sessions.
Each unit consists of three parts: 1) a vocabulary
exercise, 2) a problem solving exercise, usually
dealing with understanding language at the sen-



90 PASAA Vol 25 December 1995

tence level only, and 3) a longer passage with
comprehension questions. Each unit s intended to
take no more than three hours to complete and
most students are able to finish the exercises in
closer to two hours. The workbook contains an-
swer keys for most of the exercises; however,
every third unit has to be sent to the Settapat
Center to be checked by the reading instructors.
‘This allows the instructors to monitor the partici-
pants’ progress and provide feedback when
appropriate.

The purpose of the self-study materials is
something more than simply reinforcing material
that was covered in the classroom sessions. They
are also meant to keep the momentum and inter-
est levels high between sessions. Reading
improves with reading. so perhaps the most im-
portant aspect of the self-study materials is that
they be something the participant would actually
want to read on his own. We've tried to make
them attractive, interesting, relevant and, perhaps
most importantly, easy enough so that students can
complete the materials on their own without too
high of a frustration level.

When the participant completes the four
classroom sessions and the four self-study
workbooks, he will have completed at least 200

hours of work, which compares favorably to the
160 hours of classroom study in the basic read-
ing program. After the one-vear program is
completed, students will be tested again to see if
their proficiency levels have improved. At the mo-
ment, we are at the halfway point in the program
and cannot make any claims about its success in
terms of overali proficiency improvement. How-
ever, feedback from the participants has been very
positive and the instructors feel that their class-
room and self-study work reveals that the
participants are indeed making progress. Motiva-
tion levels remain high. and all participants are
completing their self-study assignments on time.

In conclusion although our listening and read-
ing proficiency programs are still in progress, we
feel that this approach has good potential for suc-
cess. By including two interconnected components

classroom sessions and sclf-study  this pro-
gram allows students to capitalize on acquiring
skills in an instructor-led environment and apply-
ing those skills on their own in their own time.
This permits the company to provide the extended
time needed to raise proficiency levels without
disrupting work schedules. while at the same time
keeping the students’ motivation and interest lev-
cls high.
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