Comments On 4.4.5.2.1 Safe Use Of Machines And Equipment


Introduction
From the outset, I would like to state my belief that occupational health and safety is one of the most important things we teach students in the production phase of Design & Technology.  As teachers we have expertise in communicating our message clearly and simply.  We have a unique opportunity to “skill up” students in the correct and safe way to use a range of tools and machinery in a way many tradespeople are not.
In a former career as an engineer, I was highly aware of the litigious society in which we live and the significant concern employers have for the safety of their employees, coupled with their desire to mitigate as far as practicable the possibility of being sued should something go wrong.  However this was balanced with the desire for a productive and profitable workplace.  We have a similar responsibility to deliver a curriculum that gains students real skills and knowledge, but in a safe and achievable manner.
VCE Design and Technology curriculum states a number of key competencies and employability skills, one of them being that students appropriately select and competently use a range of complex processes.  Naturally these processes would require the competent use of a range of tools and equipment, some which will become banned should the proposed guidelines go through.

Comments
I will go through the document section by section.  Document parts are boxed and in italics; my comments in standard font afterwards.

Teacher Competency
Principals must ensure that teachers have appropriate training and/or experience with the use of the machines and equipment that students will use in their classes... 

Teachers are required to pass the prescribed competency test in the safe use of machinery before December 2009. ….
These paragraphs contradict each other and must be clarified.
· Safely Operate and Maintain Wood Working Machines – VBQU619 – 16hrs  Prerequisite - VBQU618g
· Safely Operate and Maintain Wood Working Machines – VBQU620 – 8 hrs

· Prerequisite - VBQU618

Should be Safely Operate and Maintain Metal Working Machines.  

Student Safe Use Pass-books

A corresponding record of the student machine use competencies should be held in the school database for at least seven years. Training to achieve competency in machine use should be an integral part of the Technology curriculum.

I do not see any value in keeping records of student competencies for seven years.  This is onerous and serves little purpose.

The last sentence states students must be trained before they can achieve competency.  Does this mean they are allowed access to the machinery as part of their competency test?  If so, this contradicts the first sentence of this section.
Supervision of students 

The Department must ensure that minimum levels of safe supervision of students are provided in technology particularly in cases where students are using plant and machinery. Teachers must ensure that no more than one student is operating an item of powered machinery at any one time. 

Our school has a “buddy” policy with various tools, such as the drill press, where students use the machine together (one operates the on-off and helps hold the drill vice; the other winds down the drill) to ensure a safer working environment.  If this sentence were to be adapted, I believe our workplace would be a less safe one.
The last sentence is overly onerous and cannot be adhered to.  Its enforcement would destroy all student motivation for the subject and slow down production to the point of its obliteration.  Most workshops have more than one drill press, scroll saw and linisher, in order that work can be completed by more than one student at a time.  Our school teaches the use of wood lathes – we have six in our wood classroom.  I often have four students using orbital sanders (in well ventilated spaces and using the correct PPE).  
Restricted use of plant by students

Some clarifications are required:

· Tools should be grouped in “like” types, for example “tools that cross-cut” (compound mitre saw, radial arm saw, etc…); “tools that level surfaces” (thicknesser, buzzer & planer); “tools that shape” (spindle moulder (router table), router table & power wood shaper), etc…

· Superfluous tool names (spindle moulder (router table)) should be eliminated – why is “router table” included twice?

· Each machine on the list should be accompanied by an image of it, to minimise any confusion.
Plant requiring completion of a safe use test

I am in full agreement that students undergo detailed training to ensure they are able to safely use the required equipment.  Furthermore I believe that the school is the ideal environment in which to teach students the safe use of machinery.  However, your lists seem completely arbitrary and do not reflect a well considered response to the identification of hazards and assessment of risks involved.
For example, a Hazard ID & Risk Assessment on a compound mitre saw and a cold metal saw, or a reciprocating saw and a jigsaw, a circular saw and an angle grinder, or even a grinder (pedestal or bench) and a grinder (pedestal or bench), would find the same hazard type, probability of risk occurrence and corresponding consequences for each pair.  However, the first tool of the pair is banned and the second is allowed.  Why?
Notable Exclusions
There are a number of machines that are used in a school environment that are not included in this list, for example:

· drum sanders
· fixed base routers
· Dremel engravers
· battery drill 
· electric staple gun
· soldering iron

· strip heater

· oven

Plant Safety Measures
The verification process will review the school’s level of compliance with the relevant legislative requirements for the safe use of the particular machine. 

What is this “verification process”?

Conclusion

I understand an employer’s responsibility to provide a workplace that is safe and without risks to health.  I understand also that as educators we need to teach students relevant skills and knowledge that will enable them to become functioning and valuable members of society.

In my industry experience, regulations have become less “prescriptive” and more “performance based”.  Instead of Standards saying “You must do this” they are saying “Do a Hazard ID and Risk Assessment and devise Control Measures within these guidelines”.  The inclusion of a list of restricted plant in this proposed document goes against current industry best practice.

To be relevant in a dynamic society such as ours we need to respond to current needs of employers and universities.  As a result many schools are leaning towards exposing students to CAD/CAM and other “hands-off” processes.  Nevertheless, basic skills must be taught to students for other reasons, such as for those wanting to pursue trades, perform odd jobs around the home, or those wishing to take up woodworking as a hobby.
Design & Technology is an excellent subject for students disenfranchised with school and those highly skilled in kinaesthetic, spatial and interpersonal approaches to work.

Whilst government policy in the newspapers seems geared towards improving access to trades education, this does not seem to be the case “at the coalface”.  This type of document makes it impossible to teach the curriculum, and it will scare a number of teachers from teaching in the area.  As teachers retire and no incentive is given to people to train as Design & Technology teachers, the subject becomes untenable as principles struggle to find suitably qualified teachers.  Should these guidelines become mandatory, our area will become less a forum for future designers and builders and more for future assembly line workers.
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