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Abstract

In a turbulent environment where VET programmesdten subject discontinuous
funding, the NCVER has funded a three-year prograriminitiatives to build VET
research capacity. The programme includes the gimyviof mentoring support for
new VET researchers undertaking an initial resegrofect. This paper reviews the
initial dilemmas and progress of mentors and rebeas, bridging geographical and
cognitive distances, through interviews and intevaaliscussions, as they establish a
new VET researcher pathway through an action reBeswproach. Finally the paper
provides some key guidelines for developing VETeagsh mentoring schemes that
are emerging from the first two years of theseaaitrelationships. Guidelines that
are being used to develop new VET researchersaongehand transform future VET
research landscapes.

Introduction — exploring the unknown

Late in the afternoon of a December day in 2006 JOskilometres off Hervey Bay |
found myself somewhere | had not been before. Timstsne disappeared, the wind
whipped up, the tide moved very swiftly and thevrasly calm sea started to throw
white horses everywhere. What had been a tranqy| turned into a fight for
survival. | had to take a 42 foot catermaran thioagnarrow channel that seemed
hardly wider than the boat itself, with a beachome side and a sand bank on the
other, and then navigate through a labyrinth ofrdrysand banks into what seemed
like a very small harbour entrance. | had neverediis before. | had never seen this
boat or this water until three days before, andd hever sailed a boat so big. I tried
to remember the rules | knew, the thinking sequenaed apply them to the moments
in front of me. The boat would only go fast, an@plg cut into the waves, and | had
to make the right decisions. Failure would resoltai serious and very expensive
incident being on the news. | applied everythinghéw to the new situation. We
made it to the harbour mouth with seawater crastiveylength of the boat and
soaking me every five seconds. Unbelievably forweehit the gap in the middle, and
once inside, all the turmoil of the sea outsideapiared. The task had been
mastered. Physically placing yourself into thenokn is a very visible challenge. It
is less evident when we do the same thing coghytivRiloting a scheme to mentor
new researchers in VET has had the same challeigess/igation with few markers
in unfamiliar and often dangerous territory. We eveloing something that had not
been done before. This paper is about those expese It is aboutesearching how
we develop VETresearchers. It seemed in the midst of the activity that E@sis
guote had never been more apt, ‘If we knew whatag we were doing, it would not
be called research, would it'? Most research regosvely trawls the experiences of
others and conceptualises the relations of pradincénis case proposals, action and
reflection have formed a continuous cycle, with ithies of participant and researcher
fluidly interchanging. It is important to asseriaththis paper is itself part of that
reflection cycle. It is part of an as yet incomplattion in practice project, and just an
interim statement.



The problem - a greying population

In 2007, the National Centre for Vocational EdumatResearch (NCVER) began
constructing another strategic plan for VET redeangriorities. They were
constructing from a solid base, having establistiednational centre through more
than fourteen years of research direction, buildingassive statistical and report base
that is the envy of many nations. In the field, VEEBearch centres existed in many
Universities and Technical and Further Educatidieges (TAFES), with a choice of
annual conferences on offer. However, it was eutideat this development had been
carried forward by a body of researchers who hanvgralongside and within the
field themselves, but were now slowly walking awayhe less onerous pursuits of
retirement.In common with many professions there would soonabghortage of
mature expertise (APSC 2006: Dychtwald et al 2006).

Who would replace the diminishing pool of qualigsearchers in the near future? It
was an opportune time to invest in the most vitatt pf the infrastructure, the
researchers themselves. NCVER therefore placedifispemphasis on ‘Building
Research Capability’ (BRC) in their 2007 strateggsearch priorities, and invited
consortia to propose the strategies for the neretlgears (NCVER 2007). More than
thirty organisations made proposals about whatainies should be employed to
develop new researchers. NCVER selected three ptsxd¢em the proposals that
together formed the base of the BRC programme.Uifigersity of South Australia
(UniSA) were asked to support VET research for aighchievers in the area of
higher degree research training. Victoria Univgrgi¥U) were asked to form a
community of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991) with wsinops to prepare new
practitioner-researchers for their first local VEdsearch project. AVETRA were
asked to supply mentors for those same practiticgsgarchers. These practitioners
would have a year to carry out their modest, lgchdised, organisationally supported
research project, drafting a final 20-page repartNCVER, and presenting at a VET
research conference.

This paper focuses on this third initiative, theeglepment of the mentoring network
for the new practitioner-researchers. However,tds the integrated action of the
mentoring and the VU community of practice that Hegeloped the new researchers,
this paper does not attempt to divide the impadheftwo initiatives upon the new
researchers. This is a reflective narrative, aligl tiee story of a new venture from the
perspectives of different stakeholders. It is acomplete and limited narrative, an
interim statement of the story so far. Even the lgetwveen the writing and subsequent
publication condemns it as a statement of the @esthe text remains static on the
page, while the real activity it comments on is toaring. Finally while it is a
statement about the past, as part of an actiorandseroject, it simultaneously is a
tool that will generate further reflection, feedkamnd action, for future development.

Review of related literature — learning to research

Building research capacity is both about individlegrning and about constructing
systems of learning in a specific community. Leagrtheory has a long and contested
theoretical history that at one extreme encompasseplistic knowledge transfer,
and at the other constructivist approaches to iegror knowing (Boud 2005; Poell et
al 2000). This specific case of building practigos research capability is aligned



with the latter end of the learning theory contimuuThere are several reasons for
making this assumption. First, it involves the depeent of higher order cognitive
and attitudinal skills. Second, it builds upon ddesable and diverse practitioner
knowledge bases. Third, the knowledge base is cagoid contested, with no ‘right
way’, and considerable challenges in knowledgectiele and adaptation for multiple
and diverse contexts. In short, there is no agoeesimple body of knowledge to be
assimilated and reproduced (Hager & Halliday 28¥nchez 1996).

Models of research development processes haveibexistence for a considerable
period of time as they form a core process withmiversities. The focus has generally
been on diverse forms of cognitive apprenticesBgrfyman 1993) that position the
learner as the selector of the learning directioth @e based upon engagement with a
real project and where senior academics act inrgariag role as process protectors,
network gatekeepers and motivators. These powatiarships change and reverse as
the project progresses. This academic model oftagnfents into a series of
individual relationships, continually tracing thense development phases, yet
remaining insular and disconnected as a develo@mhasdmmunity. The focus
remains on the individual and their specific prtgedhe goals of nationwide research
training are achieved through individual completioather than collaborative
development, and are locally situated.

Such a model is appropriate for the part of the ERVBRC programme involving
higher research degree students, but it is inagiphc for the new practitioner-
researchers, as they are building from a pracgétisnknowledge base, not an
academic knowledge base. In addition, they are ymiad projects for a VET
practitioner audience, and not for academic exatoinaThese learners have three
specific needs. First, they need access to reséamiledge and practices. Second,
require critical support and review to focus theiodest locally based research
proposals. Third, they need to be supported andugaged in their year-long action
learning activity, as they may have the underpigrself-development frameworks of
higher degree students. NCVER proposed that tlesetheeds could be met through
enrolment in a community of practice to workshogithprojects, and through
supporting each participant with a research menMrile the existing patterns of
higher research degree supervision provide araingmplate for the relationship, the
final goal and production required from the relasibip is markedly different.

Mentoring has long an illustrious history of prdpgr individuals for future
challenges by guiding their development activitgsponding to questions and
introducing them to network resources and oppatiggi(Johnson 2008). In relation
to this developmental context, mentoring offers esalv advantages as a social
learning strategy (Bandura 1977; Garrick 1998js lindividually focused, meeting
the need of unique individuals and their conteattm new identity (Du Gay 1996).
It enables broad and diverse resources to be nhtohspecific individual needs. It
enables a broad pool of mentors stretching actosscontinent to be available in
different localities. The new researchers therebeneefit from a dual learning system,
with mentoring providing the individual focus, wilthe community of practice
provides a collaborative shared learning experiéBesterby Smith 2000).

There is a limited literature about constructingeach capacity outside the specific
goals of the university system. However Cooke (20@8Bovides a useful reflective



model of building research capacity with practigoin the UK care industry. This
model has guided the development of the AVETRA meng programme. Cooke
(2005) indicates that learning is needed atitiievidual, team and network levels,
and that6 principles will support such learning. Learning should be stascted to
simultaneously build skills and confidence, it skiolbe close to the field of practice,
and should be based on partnerships. In additt@retshould be continuity to the
process, appropriate dissemination of findings, thedestablishment of infrastructure.

Research method

The development of this mentoring network and té nesearchers has been, and is,
an action research project. This paper is therefmased upon action research
methodology. It was evident from the start thatlevkine project was nominally about
building researchers in uncharted territory, it v&asultaneously researching how
such a venture should be constructed.

Zuber-Skerritt (2009) asserts that action reseaaibines the dual aims of both
action in practice and research. That is, bringihgut a change in a field of practice
and increasing understanding and knowledge abasitetrent. These dual aims are
often, as in life, not always in balance. Some guty are all about change with the
research being a fringe benefit, while in othetrss the research that is the centre of
the focus with the action more of a by product. Sehpolarised approaches position
the researchers in very different roles. In themi@r approach to action research the
researcher is an activist, involved in the twistd &urns of the change process. In the
latter approach the researcher is more detachedsdd on the process of research
design and data collection, and less involved adbtivity. Similarly in the former
approach the development of knowledge is primdhtpugh association, experience
and is locally generated, while in the latter apgioknowledge is more likely to be
codified and distributed through publication. Theue of action research projects in
terms of learning lies somewhere between the maamts and the impact of the
project conceptualisation as it aids system deveéop in different places and times.

This study is based upon the former approach, gyaatory action research (PAR),
with the emphasis on the project activity, with teeearch as a subsidiary component
of the action, and with the researcher an actaiistctly involved in changing practice
(Deetz et al 2000). This paper therefore both sdtle learning already achieved
through the interactions of this project, and & #ame time seeks to begin the
process of conceptualising the relations which Hag#itated such learning.

The rationale for such an approach, as with a#éaesh methods, has to lie within the
subject and the context. This project sought to enaksignificant change for new
researchers in the VET research community and tkenaachange in the pool of
available VET research capacity. The emphasis was effecting change, with the
research process primarily contributing to thatppse, and secondarily providing the
opportunity to understand and conceptualise thega® There would be little benefit
in standing to one side and evaluating a failimcpss. The intention was explicit and
drove the project. The focus of energy was upoioand review. The cycles of

action research were therefore not pre-planned famchulated to govern the

subsequent activity, but were formed by the nedédkeoparticipants, as an evolving
process and only visible as a pattern in-retrospdoe benefits of this approach are
threefold. First, the emphasis of the action wasnugifecting change in a community



and upon the participants as activists not intevges. Second, in recognising and
vocalising the inherently action research naturéhefinitiative all participants were
provided with space and legitimacy to voice theunaeflections on the process, thus
providing a focus on reflection as an integral paftthe initiative. Third, all
participants were enrolled simultaneously as astsvand reflectors. The distinction
between researcher and action, researchers and,astts blurred. Coupled to these
advantages come the associated problems of managiagtion research project. It is
far easier to be a voyeur in another community exitlresponsibility for action. It is
also easier to plan a research action programrtigerréhan continually adapting to
each ‘event’ of an evolving and twisting programiimat is led by participant needs.

Most approaches to research polarise the fieldhedry and research, segregating
them, yet moving from one to the other, to grouedt or generate knowledge. Action
research emphasises the dialectical relationshipdes action and theory as ‘praxis’
(Morgan 1980). That is, the focus is on the infate®l and interdependent
relationship between action and conceptualisatactice and theory. It could be
argued that the direct and interlinked nature akjs in action learning is well suited
to our current world where practice and relatiores swiftly and continuously being
reconfigured. Research and learning needs to slyndagned (Zuber-Skerritt 2009).

Action research is characterised by cyclesatifon and subsequeméflection, where
an evaluation of the impact of the changed prastieads to re-planning, further
action, and another subsequent action researcle.cychditional models of action
research often emphasise intention, action angweviowever the popularisation of
the experiential ‘learning cycle’ (Kolb 1988) hasnghasised a four stage
conceptualisation of the change process whereratio) is followed by reflection
(evaluation) and modified intentions (change) whare then implemented (plan).
Action learning and action research are similarcamceptualisation as they both
incorporate action and learning, but differ in mtten and outcomes. Action research
can be defined an approach to action and learniva ts more intentionally
systematic, enrols multiple participants, and prisdis outcomes (Dick 1999).
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Figure 1: The action research cycle

In this action research project the impact of thange uporthe community was
privileged. The project was designed around a sefienteractions intended to effect
personal development and community developmentsd heteractions have been
iterative, built continually from the subsequentiesv processes. Thus the scheme as
a whole has been built incrementally through a iooad conversation, with the
voices of the participants critical to each revigmecess. However, the implication of



this organic approach to development activity it tthe research component of the
project has by design been a subsidiary comporantays responding to the
continually restructured cycles of action and iattion. The findings will provide
with a narrative to clarify how this pattern formed

Traditionally research begins with incisive quessieexploring an issue of practice.
Action research begins with determined action teatfchange within practice. This
action research study has already asserted thgirigieissue that underpins this
study. Instead of researching, reviewing and primgosptions for change, this study
is based on the continual review of an initiatiesignedo effect change. The goal of
the NCVER BRC programme is to build VET researcgbacity. Thespecific goalof
the AVETRA mentoring network, which is the focusthis study, is as follows.

The aim of the VET mentoring relationship is to support communities of practice
scholarship holders! develop, complete and write up their VET research project.

This action research project therefore focuses upon three interlinked research
questions: What actions supported new researcher development, what was
their impact, and what can be learned from the activity. It is important to re-
emphasise that this review does not attempt to distinguish between the
interrelated actions of the VU community of practice and the mentoring network
support as participant development has been achieved through both sources of
activity. This study therefore focuses upon what has been learned about
developing and managing such a programme.

Findings - learning through experiencing

The findings are presented in two sections. Thet f#ection indicates the action
research cycles that have formed during the schiemgive the reader a broad
overview. The second part indicates the issuesdaisring this period by the various
stakeholders.

Action research cycles

This is a narrative that reconstructs the pattefractice over the past two years. A
significant gap existed between the broad intentibthe scheme(s) and the plans for
action and interactivity. This narrative therefasethe first ‘plan’ of the scheme,
retrospectively positioning the action and refleatcycle as an ‘ordered’ statement.
Each paragraph that follows describes two actiseaech cycles.

The first cycle begins with the NCVER planning pess (July 2007) and the intention
to build research capacity, publicise this intemtigenerate a significant number of
action proposals and then review those proposal¥amuary 2008 the proposals were
reviewed, the intentions for the scheme developed, four consortia engaged to
develop the components of the scheme. Meanwhileental candidates for the
scheme had made project proposals (January 208f7yHre reviewed by a national
panel who selected the new researchers for the/2@@8olarships. Simultaneously,
the now three consortia, discussed their activigndor the next four months of
introductory workshops and the development of nrsritar each participant.

! The NCVER provided $4k scholarships the chosennmesearchers.



Plans for the workshops and the mentoring rolesevdeawn up and publicised. In
May 2008, a two-day workshop was held to rework paaticipant proposals,
introduce research skills and develop a communitpractice. Subsequently, each
participant was linked with a mentor that they lsadsen from the pool. The progress
of the scheme was reviewed through monitoring tleators’ actions, the interaction
on the community of practice website, and the imfargatherings at the NCVER No
Frills conference in July 2008. Interaction now tomed between most participants
and their mentors, and between participants. Sclidreetors began monitoring calls
and emails with participants (September 2008). r&atgon between the scheme
directors indicted the need for greater coordimatiSchedules for contacting were
initiated and teleconferences arranged betweertditlieetors and NCVER, between
the scheme mentors, between some of the partisipand AVETRA senior
researchers, and between the AVETRA mentor scheamgoning group.

These teleconferences took place between Octol#8 a@Ad February 2009. There
was significant opportunity for various stakehotd&r vocalise what they were doing,
what was working and not working and what they tifawshould be done. The notes
from these teleconferences were used to shape gubdeaction and to codify

guidelines for action. By January 2009 participantye contacted to confirm the

March deadline for their project completion andréceive the appropriate template
for their final submission. Several participantegared to present their project or
findings at the AVETRA conference. Reviews of pexs at this stage indicated that
some participants were nearing completion and éenvinite up stage, others having
difficulty visualising what they had to achieve,struggling to find completion time.

In February 2009 the second set of participantevsetected from 32 applications.
Action for the first group of participants was dissed and planning for the May
workshop for the second group finalised. In Apf02 several participants presented
at the AVETRA conference, winning the best new aedeer award, and being part of
the conference committee. The diversity in termaaiievement and completion of
the first group was discussed and plans for therskworkshop reviewed.

A two-day workshop was held in May 2009 reworkinge tsecond group of

participant proposals, developing research skilld mstituting a virtual community

of practice. Again, each participant was subsedydirtked with a mentor who

received a comprehensive mentoring manual. Mose@i© were reviewed at the
NCVER No Frills conference in July 2009. Telecoeferes for mentors in September
and October 2009 enabled vocalisation of issuesaimigthe issues from these
teleconferences informed the mentor pool, and adolede guidelines for action. In

November 2009 a second workshop was held at VU #hstd included those

sponsored for VET higher degree research. The tays dnvolved presentations,
discussions on data gathering, research dilemmdswaiting up. The discussions
included advice for using the NCVER template andtimg up the research. An

evaluation of the scheme so far was completedifoulation.

Stakehol ders Per spectives

During these cycles of the programme, notes wermdenoh each reflective discussion
and teleconference. The next section reviewskdyeissues emerging from these
reflective discussions with an emphasis on thoaewere expressed with the greatest
passion and by several participants, illustrateti wuotes where appropriate.



For the new researchers the most common thememngagieg with the perennial
researcher’s battle betweproject progress and their day-to-day job - ‘I just need
more release time for my job to get things reatlygpessing’ — ‘quite a struggle....
have to get back to it' — ‘a year of living dangesty...need to focus questions’.
There was considerabieitial fear about what they had taken on, which was
gradually replaced by the fear of decision-makiadhee project hit unexpected
dilemmas —* I'm realising that research is nevatautaken in a vacuum’ — ‘Il need to
focus down — cut with a sword (to make it manage@abl ‘I've had a great day today
pulling together my research question and....statbngrite’!

Mentor support was critical to motivation — ‘her feedback, guidarand her ability to
drive me to do my best is just incredible’ — *hesiscellent....and really is a fabulous
source of information’. The first group were unclabout what thehad to achieve

for their scholarship and only focused on the wupephase when the data had been
collected — ‘so far | feel | haven't done very mtigét is tangible (writing that is), but
at the same time | feel that | have been learningh- ‘my original plan is just not
going to happen (I'm) adapting to a much smallenga’. The lack of alear

timetable meant that some participants hit the Christmaskbnggnout data and found
their project set back by a two months —*... | aactking a particular group....who
have now left’ — ‘ (my) industry partner not on theme timeframe as me....".

The mentors were able to vocalise their issues through telrences that became a
structural tool for the project. They emphasised tieed foran early face-to-face
meeting and the frustrations whdrstances prevented this — ‘we have tried by our
diaries keep missing’. Mentors needed to know winad been happening at the
workshops and the limits oftheir role. It was evident that where mentors had an
existing relationship with a participant it was @og omen for the relationship. For
most mentors, recognising that this was not evehagours project was important to
setmodest expectations. The first year mentors were disadvantaged bybeotg able
to see acompleted project or adesired timeline. Having a timeline enabled early
warning signals to be posted. Most mentors agreatdgetting some early writing on
table helped the participants with their projeche produced a simple two page lit
review'.

For those involved imirecting the scheme it was evident that just looking aftaury
own part led to dack of coordination across the programme. Stakeholders needed to
know what was going on and what was expected. Whisre was an issue for
participants employers had to be reminded of thgporting role. The second year
benefited from having aexisting mentor pool for matching purposes and from action
being taken where mentoring relationships did rotrfsh. The issue ogthics
became part of the mentoring relationship in treosd year — ‘(as it is) an important
part of their development as researchers’.

While the initial workshop set up the exploratidir@searching it became evident that
having collected data, the analysis and writingeguired a further workshop. It also
drew a line in the sand and make participants ptdsetheir colleagues.

Discussion of learning so far



The findings in late 2009 indicate that the initiathas established a pathway for 21
new researchers, increased research capacity,ajeter range of new researcher and
mentoring resources, and facilitated the transfeknmwledge from experienced to
novice researchers. The culture has been changeere/participants have completed
their project, mentoring has been equally rewardmghe mentors. There is now a
growing pool of experienced VET research mentothiégncommunity. The completed
projects are adding to NCVER resources and sewneralresearchers have presented
findings at conferences. In each institution suppgra participant the profile of
research activity has been raised. Coordinatiowdrst AVETRA, VU and NCVER
and senior researchers has realigned relations@mgollaborative objective.

Cooke (2005) indicated guidelines for the constomctof practitioner research
capacity. This scheme development supports the opems of her generic model
(see page 3). The workshops and mentoring have aniinfrastructure that is
pursuing the simultaneous developmendkoi s and confidence through partnerships,
and through real projects that are close tofi#le of practice. The year-long cycle
has provided &earning continuity, with the goal ofdisseminating of findings to the
VET community. and the establishment of endurirfgastructure.

In response to the research questions, it has teersynergy of mentoring and
community of practice workshops that has supponted researcher development.
The impact of the first year has been primarilyestablishing a framework and a
pathway where non existed. The learning from #xperience is in how more
effective support and direction can achieve mopeeassful participants completions.

The implications for stakeholders are multiple, bah be reduced to those that will
have the greatest utility and impact on buildingegach capacity. Participants need to
be focused upon the timetable and outcomes from staet of their projects.
Completion is all, in terms of their developmenthi@vement and visibility in the
VET community. Mentors need to sweep away highgre®models and focus on the
action of doing a modest local project with conghencouragement. The project
directors need to intensify their coordination aetiwith early intervention.

An interim conclusion

It is important to remember that this paper is jasbther document in the action
research cycle of the project. Perhaps the mosbritapt document, as it is a very
visible and public reflection that seeks, and wilhdoubtedly receive, critical
feedback from all the stakeholders. Indeed, at b way stage, it is perhaps
appropriate to publish a reflective statement asftitundation of a seminal cycle of
review for the project. The learning at this intestage of the projecs fourfold.

First, a pathway for new researchers has beenlisstadh that can act as a bridge for
reflective VET practitioners who want to move begananaging and improving their
immediate relational responsibilities. Itagpathway that legitimises their presence in
the VET research community, indicating and pla@nglue on their role.

Second, we are constructing and operating a fraggde®lational network that

attempts to traverse a vast continent. It is a agtwhat must incorporate face-to-face
and virtual relations, to deliver pre-programmedd aparticipant instigated
interactions. It confronts the usual teaching ditean of blending knowledge



dissemination with individual responsiveness. Tlead of workshops and mentoring
appears to provide the right opportunities to btehrn together and to enable
participants to instigate their own teachable masien

Third, these initial cycles of learning have clieaf whatknowledge and support is
required. The open structure has enabled the programmesjoond to participant
requests and to accept participant feedback. Utadelisig the goals of the project,
the support structure, and the timeline for comgteare a pre-condition for grasping
instructional researching knowledge. A supportivei®nment enables participants
to hold their heads together as they take thejept® into unknown research territory.
The mentoring manual has gathered these experieacdsdistilled them into
guidelines.

Fourth, the project is clarifying the needs of redw VET researchers. However, as
with all schemes there will be many new researctieisfall outside the timelines and
quotas for such schemes. It would appear that newthe time to consider
accumulating an accessibylgpository of the accumulated knowledge that will support
new researchers, not just in their early reseatepssbut being part of the VET
research community. AVETRA is well placed to be thstodians of such a venture.

In terms of research this study also has the beopéfplacing an action research
project at the heart of the VET research commumitgphasises the legitimacy, the
benefits and the challenging nature of action meteas a strategy. From one
perspective a few people have thrown together amsehand worked with it to get the
structure right. From another perspective more tB8O years of VET research
experience, (accumulated by the mentors and mamagethe scheme), have been
distilled into the relations of the past year aatf to make it work. | am reminded of
a quote attributed to Picasso, who after doodlifglevhe was interviewed, was
questioned about the morality of his two minute glemarks now being now worth
thousands. He responded that they were not thé cdsaufew minutes work, but fifty
years of study in his field. The VET research comityuhas built significant
structures in Australia over the past twenty yeBi®w, those experiences are being
distilled and distributed for the next generation.

| would like to acknowledge the contribution of thNECVER, Francesca Beddie and Bridget Wibrow fording and co-
constructing this initiative, the AVETRA executiiresupporting and monitoring this venture, and nubstll to Berwyn Clayton
and Geri Pancini at VU and every participant whipée shape the experience as we learned together.
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