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Abstract

The article presents an action-research programme implemented in the 2019/2020 academic year to carry out the external
internships of the students of a Special Modality Professional Training Programme in Auxiliary Operations of Administrative
and General Services. Due to the pandemic in 2020, students could not carry out their internships in person in companies to
complete their training in the programme. Given the importance that this internship has for the development of their skills
and their incorporation into the working world, we proposed its completion in a virtual and synchronous way, using virtual
and educational platforms like Genially and the Google Suite tools. In this virtual environment, we recreated a work setting
in which they had to connect daily at the established time and perform the functions of an administrative assistant working
in the different departments of the company. While the programme was ongoing, we reviewed and adapted the environment
based on the results we were obtaining. The objective of this work was to show the effectiveness of active methodologies in
the training of students in a special modality professional programme that, together with a Research-Action approach,
facilitates the development of the students' work skills while enriching the process and experience of the internship for the
teachers involved.

Keywords: Active methodologies, Practicum, administration students, action-research, professional skills, inclusive
education;
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1. INTRODUCTION AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

One of the objectives pursued by inclusive education is to promote the presence, participation and
success of all the students in the locality, including those vulnerable to exclusion, thereby affording
students the enriching experience of coming into contact with people from different backgrounds.
(Echeita, 2008) The core purpose of such an education is for all students to leave the school system,
particularly at the mandatory stage, with fair and sufficient training to continue further studies or move
with dignity into the working world (Escudero, 2012). In the design of teaching, from an inclusive
approach, we must put into practice strategies that ensure that all learners are able to participate and
learn (Simodn et al., 2021).

At present, students with disabilities are not always able to complete an internship that suits their skill
level, and which would allow them to take up a job. According to data from the National Institute of
Statistics (2019), the unemployment rate of people with disabilities aged between 16 and 64 years is
23.9%, while the employment rate in Spain for people without disabilities is 66.9%, compared to
25.9% for people with disabilities. This being the case, it is necessary to continue their training,
specifically in their technical and personal skills, preparing them for the demands of the working world.
Promoting this process and achieving an inclusive education requires the creation of a safe, welcoming,
collaborative and motivating school community, in which each person is valued. With these basic
foundations in place, all students will be able to attain higher levels of achievement (Booth & Ainscow,
2011).

To promote the inclusion in society of people who have not completed compulsory secondary
education due to difficulties in doing so, we can find various training programmes in the Community
of Madrid that facilitate access to the labour market while obtaining a job qualification. One of these
is the so-called Professional Programmes (resolution of the Vice-Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport
(2014), which regulates the organisation of professional programmes for students with special
educational needs to be taught on an experimental basis in the 2014/15 academic year). There are two
types of programmes: General Professional Programmes and Special Modality Professional
Programmes. The first is aimed at students who have undergone out-of-school education because of
marginalisation, the risk of social exclusion and/or difficulties in adapting to the school or work
environment, and the second is a special programme for students with special educational needs. This
seeks to train students to obtain a standardised or supported job. These programmes are planned to
be carried out over two academic years and pupils may enter once they have reached the age of 16
and are no older than 21 when they join. It is open to students who do not have a graduate certificate
in compulsory secondary education or a qualification in vocational training. A recommendation from
the school and agreement from both the legal guardians and the pupil are required. By the time they
have completed their training in the Special Modality Professional Programme (PPME in its Spanish
acronym), the students should have acquired a level 1 professional qualification according to the
current structure of the national catalogue of professional qualifications, promoting job insertion,
expanding the students' skills set and opening a path towards further education, etc., so that they can
participate in work, social and cultural environments

In the PPME curriculum, we find the modules common to all professional programmes (communication
and society module | and Il and the applied sciences module | and IlI) and two specific modules
developed by each programme (a basic professional qualification module associated with a specific
professional competence, corresponding to the first level of the National Catalogue of Professional
Qualifications and another training module in occupational risks (60 hours) and training in the
productive environment (160), which amounts to the "Practicum"). These company internships have a
total duration of 160 hours.

One of the PPMEs is Auxiliary Operations in Administrative and General Services. This professional
programme belongs to the first level of professional qualifications, belonging to the family of
administration and management. In Royal Decree 107/2008 of 1 February, which established the

1107


https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v14i4.7646

Dominguez-Santos, S., Mufioz-Martinez, Y., Garcia Laborda, J. & Cruz Serrano, M. C. (2022). Active methodologies mediated by technologies
for the development of professional skills in a special modality professional programme. World Journal on Educational
Technology: Current Issues. 14(4), 1106-1119. https://doi.org/10.18844/wijet.v14i4.7646

national catalogue of professional qualifications, we find the general competencies that students must
develop in this programme: to be competent in the distribution, reproduction and transmission of the
information and documentation required in administrative and management tasks, both internal and
external. In addition, in their professional career they must be able to effectively carry out elementary
data and document verification procedures at the request of management, in accordance with
established instructions and procedures. (Royal Decree 107/2008 of 1 February). Here we can say that
the main occupations and jobs to be performed are, for example, office assistant, general services
assistant, archive assistant, ordinance, ticket seller, etc. We can deduce from this how important the
internship is for putting into practice the skills that are expected to have been acquired in a more
theoretical way, especially if we consider the personal difficulties that this type of student presents.

Several studies have shown that the Practicum is crucial to the development of students’ professional
competencies (Mérida, 2001; Fernandez et al., 2001; Zabalza, 2003; Pérez and Gallego, 2004; Villa and
Poblete, 2004; Smith and Lev - Ari, 2005; Perez Aldeguer, 2012; Mufoz-Martinez et al., 2021). On
many occasions, there is a separation between theory and practice, which makes it even more difficult
for these students to access a job. For the students, it takes time and effort to develop professional
skills outside the classroom context to which they are usually accustomed. It means being exposed to
the eyes of others and showing insecurity, they even have to develop a professional identity to which
they may not be accustomed. As Ainscow (2001, p.55) explains, change, especially when it involves
new ways of thinking and behaving, is a difficult and slow process. During the internship, it is not only
important to develop instrumental and technical skills, but also, and especially so with this group, social
skills within a work environment outside a formal context. Improving these skills will help them find
work, improve their interpersonal and communicative relationships and raise their self-esteem. As
shown in other studies, the pandemic situation has meant a lot of uncertainty for students with
disabilities who were waiting for an internship (Mufioz-Martinez et al., (In press).

Active methodologies are a perfect ally for the development of inclusive practices at different
educational levels (Muntaner-Guasp, 2022). Gamification, according to Marin and Hierro (2013), is a
set of techniques, methods and strategies that applies the attractive elements of games to a non-game
environment. It can be applied with the intention of engaging the user, promoting a change in
behaviour or transmitting a message or content. From this perspective, we will be able to recreate a
meaningful and motivating experience in an environment that favours the repetition of learning and
behaviours appropriate to work environments, thus improving the execution and reproduction of what
has been learned. We must not lose sight of the importance of technologies promoting equal
opportunities among students (Rayon and Mufioz Martinez, 2011). Virtual environments, such as
Genially, allow us to prepare a different learning experience than that provided in classrooms. In this
sense, gamification in an educational context entails benefits in terms of curriculum design, since it
takes something complex and boring and makes it a more engaging way for the student to develop
their competencies (Area and Gonzalez, 2015). It also allows for an interactive experience of the
subject, with the student making autonomous decisions in response to the tasks they are given. From
this perspective, it makes sense to create activities and environments that develop our students’ skills
and encourage them to put into practice what they are going to have to do in real life, and more
specifically in a work environment, in a more controlled context. In this line we can find companies
(game-based learning) dedicated to the creation of situations and work environments that require
some practice on the part of workers and thus facilitate their training in the skills that they have to
improve.

To properly develop a gamified experience, we have to take into account, as Werbach (2012) suggests,
the fundamentals of gamification: dynamics, mechanics and components. The dynamics are the
concept, the implicit structure of the game, the virtual world in which users interact. The mechanics
are the processes that take place during the game (challenges, luck, feedback, acquiring resources,
etc.) and the components are the specific representations of dynamics and mechanics: avatars, badges,
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collection points, rankings, levels, missions, equipment, among others. It includes all the elements that
the player will encounter.

Figure 1. Werbach Pyramid (2012). Adaptation.

One of the most important aspects of gamification, which helps the player to focus on the game and
get drawn into it, is the narrative that develops within the dynamics component. Therefore, the
narrative must be coherent and consistent in order to guide the player perceptibly forward (Herranz,
2013). In this sense, the students will be immersed in carrying out the different virtual tasks in a similar
way to what would be expected of them at a work internship. In addition, the narrative used must
label the activities and elements that set the status of the participants and the evaluation systems
(Contreras 2017).

Gamification with special needs children has been addressed in a number of ways. For instance, Grane,
& Crescenzi-Lanna (2021) used found that gaming benefits special needs students but also that there
is “a lack of knowledge regarding the design of applications for children with functional diversity” (p.
139). An interesting approach is offered by Sitra, Katsigiannakis, Karagiannidis, Mavropoulou (2017)
who believe that badges obtained through games are extremely engaging for students with special
educational needs. This motivation is also observed by their teachers who perceive certain games as
facilitators of learning, especially in mathematics (Mourelatou & Zamfirov, 2017; Keller, Hebeisen, &
Brucker-Kley, 2018) or music (Wong, 2021). For some other teachers, most of the effect is originated
in extracurricular activities where non-intentional learning is favoured by the lack of anxiety that the
academic environment introduces (Sekhri, 2019)

In short, seeking methodologies that develop our students’ skills and competencies is to prepare them
for the society of the present and future, where, regardless of individual personal characteristics,
everyone can form a real part of the world from a realistic, critical, reflexive and autonomous point of
view, from which they can face a rapidly changing working world.

The objective of this work was to show the effectiveness of active methodologies in the training of
students in a special modality professional programme that, together with an Action-Research
approach, enriches the process and the experience of internships and enhances the students’
satisfaction.

2. METHODOLOGICAL DESIGN
a. NATURE OF THE RESEARCH AND THE ACTION-RESEARCH MODEL

Taking into account the situation we had to face due to the lockdown and the importance of closely
monitoring the daily development of the internships, we considered that the most appropriate work
methodology was that of the Research-Action (R-A) paradigm. We took the R-A models proposed by
Elliot (1990) and Goyette and Lésasard-Herbert (1988) as a starting point, which follow Lewin’s
sequence (1946): planning, action, observation and reflection. Taking this approach and applying it to
our case, we carry out the following steps that can be seen in figure 2.
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1. OBSERVATION OF
THE SITUATION.
Difficulties carrying out

the practicum in

6. FOLLOW UP AND 2. OBJECTIVES. Carry out
CONCLUSIONS. the internship in a virtual
Overall rating of the environment to develop

project and future paths professional competencies

5. DAILY ASSESSMENT AND
REVIEW OF THE COMPANY’S 3. PLANNING. Creation

ACTIVITIES. The proficiency .
and competence with which of the virtual company

they carry out the activity is “Arco lris”
evaluated

4. IMPLEMENTATION
OF THE COMPANY.
Start the virtual
internship in the

“Arco Iris”.

Figure 2. R-A phases and cycles for the company Arco Iris.

First of all, we start from the observation of the reality that our students could not do their internships
as we had planned due to the declaration of a state of emergency and lockdown. From here, our main
objective was to set up a virtual company where they could put the professional skills they had been
learning throughout their academic training period into practice. From this point, we planned the
creation of our virtual company with everything required at a technical and methodological level in
relation to the learning activities. Once developed, we implemented the virtual company Arco iris and
started with its activities and daily monitoring, allowing for a daily evaluation and review. This daily
monitoring of our students’ progress was carried out by all the teachers who taught them and allowed
them to systematically carry out a daily evaluation of each one detecting difficulties both for the
students and in the system itself. From this daily monitoring, it was possible to make adaptations for
each of the students, adjusting to their personal and professional levels and skills. At the end of the
day, the teachers communicated by telephone or online to review what had been done and plan
according to the progress made and the purpose of the activities. Similarly, at the end of the internship,
a joint evaluation of the entire programme was carried out.

b. PARTICIPANTS

This research involved 11 students of a PPME located in the town of Alcald de Henares, in the
community of Madrid. This programme was carried out in a subsidised private school.

Prior to starting of the company, we contacted all the families to inform them of the situation we were
in following the declaration of the state of emergency and to inform them of the measures that we
had agreed upon in keeping with the guidance issued by the regional authorities. Given the situation,
the families considered that the alternative of carrying out a virtual internship seemed the most
appropriate way to proceed and were very happy and excited to see it go ahead. Both families and
students signed an authorisation to carry out the process and we also indicated to them that their
collaboration was important if progress was to be made, as was the monitoring of the daily tasks and
the completion of the activities. We encouraged them to practice further at home.

The level of curricular completion presented by the students was very diverse, from the 4th to the 6th
year of primary education, so the approach taken had to be adaptable to the each of their needs.
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Table 1. Participating students in the virtual company Arco lIris

PARTICIPATING STUDENTS AGE  GENDER DISABILITY
Student 1 18 FEMALE Mild intellectual
Student 2 17 FEMALE Mild intellectual
Student 3 18 MALE Attention deficit
Student 4 17 FEMALE Attention deficit
Student 5 18 MALE Motor and Attention Deficit
Student 6 18 MALE Mild intellectual
Student 7 18 MALE Moderate intellectual
Student 8 19 MALE Moderate intellectual
Student 9 19 FEMALE Moderate intellectual
Student 10 18 FEMALE Autism Spectrum Disorder ASD
Student 11 18 FEMALE Specific Language Disorder SLD

Table 2. Participating teachers in the virtual company Arco Iris.

TEACHERS AGE RANGE GENDER FUNCTION IN THE PPME

Teacher 1 35-45 Female Programme Tutor, Therapeutic
Pedagogy Teacher

Teacher 2 25-35 Female Specialist teacher in

administration. Internship tutor

Teacher 3 25-35 Female Educational technical assistant

c. CONTEXTUALISATION OF THE PROJECT

The Action-Research approach emerged from the situation we were facing as a result of the pandemic
caused by the SARS-CoV 2 virus. In March 2019, a state of alarm was declared in Spain and a lockdown
was imposed that lasted until June of the same year. During this time, face-to-face activities were
suspended. In our case, this prevented the completion of the training internships by students in the
professional special modality programme in Auxiliary Operations of Administrative and General
Services (PPMEOSAG).

We were given two options by the Education Administration: postpone the internships to the following
academic year without any guarantee that the course of the pandemic would allow this or develop an
entrepreneurship project to validate their workplace training internships. During this time, to facilitate
the completion of the internships, the number of hours spent in the workplace could be reduced from
the usual 160 to a total of 130 hours. Given the diversity of the student profile and the uncertainty
surrounding the prospects for their future work experience, it was decided to create a virtual space
similar to that of a company. The programme's tutor and the specialist teacher, with the support of
the Technical Educational Assistant, developed a virtual company where the students could put the
personal and professional skills acquired during their academic training into practice.

The initial questions that arose were: will the students be able to adapt to the use of digital tools and
methodologies? Will we be able to put multilevel activities in place that reflect the different capacities
of our students? Will they be able to improve their professional skills in the subjects taught? Will they
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feel that the experience is similar to that of working in a company? These considerations led to the
conclusion that adopting the Action-Research method would improve knowledge about the
development and implementation of this innovative project. Given the need for this type of
methodology, we opted for a learning environment that also promoted their motivation and self-
esteem. To that end, we agreed that a simulation and gamification environment was the optimal way
to recreate a workplace experience that was as real as possible and would allow us to monitor their
progress on a daily and individual basis as they carried out the various activities of a company.

d. RESEARCH ETHICS

The participants signed an informed consent document which informed them that their data would be
used for research purposes and that they had the option of revoking their participation at any time.
The confidential processing of data was also ensured. With the intention of maintaining the
confidentiality and privacy of the participants, no real names appear.

€. DEVELOPMENT OF THE EXPERIENCE

Having defined the scope of the project, we began the process of creating our company. In the initial
phase, we thought about what departments the company should have and opted for those familiar to
the students from their Basic Administrative Techniques course: Order preparation, Archiving and
communication, Customer service, Office automation and Computer data processing. Thinking of the
type of company that would combine all these learning modules and that would be familiar to the
students, we opted for a company that worked in the paper sector. This was because the students had
carried out some similar activities in the centre itself that could serve as an example for this project.
The departments we decided to create were logistics, financial, commercial, marketing, IT support
(technical), human resources, administration and management. The company would also have a
department in which office equipment and furniture were manufactured and sold. The next step was
to name our company. Among the teachers, it was decided to call it "Arco Iris" (Rainbow) because of
the numerous rainbows that were drawn during the pandemic and to give our students a sense of
tranquillity and positivity.

Once the foundations of the company were laid, we began building it out and created a virtual space
on Genially (Figure 1) that made it easier for our students to have visual support similar to that of a
company with its departments, offices, spaces, etc.

Figure 1. Image from Virtual company Arco Iris.
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After designing the virtual environment, we developed the company narrative. This would allow them
to get into the role of a worker in a coherent and consistent way from the beginning and be more
involved in the virtual experience of the internship. The first step in launching the company was to
announce a recruitment drive looking for candidates with experience in the company's industry. The
students then had to send a cover letter together with their CV, thus starting the selection process
where they received feedback on their application. Once selected, they had a personal interview and
signed a contract. The next step they had to take was a course in occupational risk prevention (as
would be the case in a real company internship) so they could be hired in the different departments.
The first thing they had to do every day was check the agenda where each department's tasks and
activities were specified. The activities were designed so that everyone did the same tasks but in a way
that was adapted to the profile of each student. As such, we established different achievement levels
and each student was informed of what was required of them according to these. The estimated
duration of the activities was 6 hours per day, which is equivalent to the internship hours in a company.
They had to hand in the work during the standard office hours of 8:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. in order for it
to count. All the assignments were designed to go through all the departments; however, the most
important department was administration, since it related directly to their studies.

To maintain the student's interest, we developed a colour-coded point system for each activity with
the employee who obtained the most points at the end of the week appearing in a prominent place
on the company access page.

f. DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Various techniques were used to collect the data: daily activities performed (various formats), student
internship diaries, chats, emails, surveys and interviews.

First of all, we created a google drive document for each of the students with their personal
identification details. It was here that they logged their daily activities in the company that we
requested, which could also be seen in a colour-coded, numbered box in an accompanying excel sheet.
At the end of the working day, the teachers reviewed each activity and if it was done well, they marked
it in green; if it was incomplete or incorrect, it was marked in yellow, which meant that they had to do
it again. Therefore, visually they were aware of the progress they were making and which sections
presented the most difficulties as highlighted by both teachers and students. The total number of
activities to be carried out was 73. The activities proposed and reviewed were of varying nature and
formats such as Word, Excel, videos, audios, etc.

At the end of each day, students had to complete a google drive survey (google form) where they
specified the tasks they had completed. At the end of the internship, this was collated into a document
called the Internship Diary, where they reflected on the most representative lessons they had learned.

To improve communication and resolve any issues that arose, we communicated with them through
Google Chat and email. Through these chats with the students, we were able to compile a document
that served to review, in a systematic way, which aspects of the internship presented the most
difficulties for each student.

Every week they were surveyed via Gmail to see their progress and get the students’ opinion about
the internship process.

Meanwhile, daily meetings were held among the teachers to deal with issues that arose, and at the
end of the process, a personal interview was conducted with the PPME tutor.

All the data were collected in the different formats mentioned above: Word, Excel, videos and
interview transcripts.

3. RESULTS

The completion of the internship successfully helped the development of professional skills in
students. Everyone managed to finish the activities correctly, even those students who did not do it
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correctly on the first attempt. After receiving feedback from the teachers, they were able to carry them
out. All the students carried out the 73 activities proposed in the virtual company Arco Iris.

The degree of student satisfaction was high from the first week, but we observed a gradual increase
until the fourth week when the project concluded. In the first survey, 63.6% of the students rated the
company as "very good" and 36.3% as "good". While in the last survey their satisfaction varied from
18.8% good, 63.63% very good and 18.18% excellent.

Chart 1. Evolution of the participants' satisfaction level.

Evolution of the participants' dissatisfaction

level.

100
80
60
40
20

o _ IO
0

Excelente Muy bien Bien Mal

mSemanal MSemana4

When asked about the grade they would give the internship experience in the virtual company, 8
students scored it between 9 and 10 (Excellent), equating to 72.7% of the students, 3 students scored
it with grades between 7 and 8 (Merit), 7 being the lowest grade, equating to 27.2% of the class.

Chart 2. Score given by participants to the virtual enterprise.

Rating of the company by the participants

Suspenso (0-4)
Aprobado (5-6)
Notable (7-8) NG
Sobrealiente (9-10) |

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

B Semana 4

Creating a virtual environment in which to do the internship resulted in a similar experience to that of
an in-person internship. We can take this from the comments in the surveys, like this one given by
student 5: At the beginning of the week | was nervous, but as the week went on, | got more confident
because everything was quite easy. Likewise, another student expresses similar levels of nervousness
at the start of the virtual internship to those expressed at the start of in-person work experience: Good,
although | am a little nervous (student 9); also: Happy to start the internship and a little overwhelmed
by the newness (student 4).
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They felt like they were working in a company thanks to the narrative, dynamics and activities created:
| felt like an employee in a company, the activities were very well done, very good work (student 7). We
could even see that they were putting in more effort: I felt quite good, but very tired because | am not
used to getting up at eight (student 2). A similar comment was made by student 4: /| felt quite
overwhelmed because there was a lot to do throughout the day but also happy because | am learning
new things; as did student 5 in saying: Very good, a little overwhelmed with the assignments. Despite
the difficulties they experienced, they solved them successfully and this made them feel happy and
satisfied with their work: / felt very good because | like the company, | am very happy (student 6).

The activities all produced similar levels of satisfaction, as shown by student 5 when asked which
activity they like most: | would not know how to choose, since we are doing everything we studied.
They felt that they were putting what they had learned in the different departments into practice.
However, it should be noted that they most enjoyed the activities that helped them to get more
involved in the role of the worker through role playing and where the teachers reinforced the narrative
of the company by creating characters that were recorded.

4. CONCLUSIONS

We can take away a number of findings that we consider important from this virtual work experience.
We begin by sharing some of the limitations that we encountered, and it is worth highlighting, for
example, the difficulties inherent in the period of lockdown due to SARS-CoV 2. It was taxing for some
families and participants; however, being able to focus on an activity and daily work methodology
helped them to concentrate and think about other issues as they themselves expressed in informal
conversations. That being said, for most families it was not an overexertion, in fact, they were very
aware of their children’s routines and work, even stating that they were excited every day to see what
activities or situations their children had to face. However, some families could not monitor the
internship due to personal and work circumstances, resulting in situations where a student did not
show up for "work" and the tutors had to call them until they got into the daily routine that a job
entails. That is, the support and monitoring of students in daily progress was more difficult as it had to
be done from a distance, making it difficult to learn on some occasions.

Creating a virtual company in which only methodological changes can be made so that students can
obtain their job qualification level made it difficult to carry out multi-level activities on many occasions
and made their development more complex for the teachers themselves. This reminds us that,
although all students had access to the Internet, it is an aspect that we have to keep in mind for the
future if we find ourselves in a similar situation, as not all students may have access to it.

Practicing virtually with PPME students led to a series of reflections for the future of the programme.
Given the good results of this internship, the virtual company will be put back into operation when
they have to go to the face-to-face internships in the companies. It gives us a much more realistic
picture of the work competencies acquired and how the student will function in a real work
environment. This has encouraged us to make organisational changes to our internships. First, the
group of students will be split in two, one group will go to the company in person while the other group
will remain in the centre doing the virtual internship. This will allow us to dedicate more time to those
students who need more help, so they can develop and carefully put into practice the different skills
that will be required of them, but in a simulated environment and with closer monitoring. This will
make it easier for students who may have more difficulties in developing work skills to have a more
satisfactory first work experience. Secondly, splitting up the internships will allow us to double the
amount of time we spend reinforcing concepts, competencies, proficiency, etc. These are key aspects
for people who need specific support.

The virtual internship allowed the teachers to assess the true level of the students' knowledge as well
as their reactions to stressful situations, thus allowing them to identify which type of centre is most
suitable for them to carry out their internship so that it results in a satisfactory experience. In fact, it
should be noted that there was an increase in student satisfaction and professional image. Students
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are not usually in high demand from companies due to a lack of awareness of the students' real
abilities. Being able to do a virtual internship allows them to improve and deepen their learning by
adjusting them to their real skills, improving their self-esteem and personal and professional self-
knowledge.
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