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Interwork Limited
Flexible learning within mixed ability groups

The Enterprise Trial of Flexible Learning Toolboxes Project


The Flexible Learning Toolbox Project is an initiative of the Australian Flexible Learning Framework, which aims to develop internationally renowned content to support the delivery of Training Packages in the vocational education and training (VET) system.
Flexible Learning Toolboxes are low cost, high quality e-learning programs that are provided on a CD-ROM and can be installed on a server or used on a stand-alone computer. Toolboxes can be used to support the online delivery of VET qualifications from Certificate I to Diploma level and can be customised to suit different learner or workplace training needs.

Designed to provide maximum flexibility, Toolboxes can be used as a ready-made training resource, used selectively, or customised, and can be accessed via intranet or internet, or used directly from CD-ROM. There are 83 Toolboxes currently available including a number developed under an equity program to support training within specific equity groups.

The Enterprise Trial of Toolboxes aimed to provide a number of enterprises with an opportunity to implement a Toolbox within a training program under supported conditions, and to capture their experience. Feedback from the Trial will help improve professional development and support to enterprises. 

Support was provided to each of the enterprises by a mentor - a Toolbox Champion. The Toolbox Champion program is funded through the Toolbox Project. Champions within each State and Territory provide support on the implementation and use of Toolboxes.

Seven enterprises from five States took part in the Trial. All were small to medium sized enterprises and some were also registered training organisations (RTOs).  

Background to this enterprise

Interwork Limited is one of South Australia’s largest and most experienced specialist Employment Services. In partnership with government agencies, businesses and the community, the company helps people with all types of disabilities to prepare for, find and maintain employment. The company provides a range of services including mentoring, training, placement and personal support under the Disability and Employment Assistance Program and the Personal Support Program. It also runs a ‘training café’ to provide hospitality training within a supported environment for people with disabilities. This Toolbox Trial looks at how the organisation trains its staff, some of whom themselves have disabilities. 

Interwork is an RTO and works in partnership with Work Skill (another RTO) to broaden its scope of coverage under RTO registration. 

The company employs about 45 permanent staff and 60 casuals who work within the central and regional offices. A high emphasis is placed on staff training and work recognition, and all staff are encouraged to pursue qualifications and maintain currency in their field.  

Staff members come from wide ranging backgrounds. Because Interwork is largely concerned with employment opportunities for people with disabilities, some staff members actually started as former clients, were employed by the company and progressed through the ranks. Other staff are highly qualified with university degrees. Education levels, literacy and even the ability to concentrate can vary greatly. But as the Business Development Manager was quick to point out, “People say we are different, but in reality many organisations have people with a range of abilities and some learning difficulties, and many also need flexibility.” Staff computer literacy and keyboard skills of varies. Most are competent users but approximately 10% have low skill levels. 

The training section of the company is integrated with the general operations of the enterprise. The Training Manager manages the training of staff, and also works with other staff to identify training needs and deliver ‘client’ training programs. Training is mostly conducted in-house by company staff, or by external consultants, using traditional methods including workshops or individualised training supported by printed learning material. On occasions, trainers have used videos quite effectively, including videos of the company’s own in-house training events. “If I bring a speaker in here and some of the staff are going to miss out then I might video [the session]” and send it out to the regions,” one trainer said.  

Training facilities include two training rooms, one containing three old (but adequate) computers available for staff to use for training purposes. Most staff members have access to computers within the workplace, and new laptops were recently issued to many of the staff. A few of the office computers and computers within home offices are older models.  

Interwork is currently upgrading its computing network and services. Staff can currently access the internet and email from regional offices, but because of the mobile nature of their work they might only access their emails every few days. Therefore, said one of the training staff “if something is urgent, we tend to phone rather than email”. A further difficulty with email is that external access through internet service providers is poor in some regions.  

The company has a number of challenges in relation to staff training. The most significant of these is training staff in widely dispersed locations across the State, as well as the nature of the industry and heavy demands on staff time. To bring staff in to a central location for group training sessions is costly in terms of both travel time and disruption to company services. Logistically, it is difficult to bring staff in for training for days or a week at a time. Relying mostly on government funding, resources within the organisation are tight, and the staff and the organisation are under constant pressure to keep pace with demand. Staff, therefore, tend to place service delivery ahead of their own training needs and professional development is frequently seen as the extension of a long working week. Speaking about the industry as a whole, the CEO said “generally we … often neglect professional development because [our] focus is mainly on clients”.
Management were keen to explore training alternatives in an attempt to improve participation and completion numbers. Completion rates were currently around 60% and below target. Professional development is clearly an important matter, and the company is aware of very strong imperatives to find cost effective and more flexible methods of training to meet the needs of staff and their work circumstance.
Finding suitable learning resources in the disability area is “quite hard” said the Business Development Manager. “We have been under pressure to write our own,” she said “but with cost issues associated with that, and with delivery, that’s not an automatic thing”. Interwork use an external firm to assist with writing material, but have to look at the cost effectiveness of working this way. The company was therefore interested in assessing ready-made resources such as the Toolbox. “The Toolbox is the first thing we’ve seen that actually addresses the learning needs of people in disability”. 

The CEO commented that if the Toolbox proved successful for Interwork, she would advocate its use to others in the industry, as Interwork’s training situation and needs were not unique.  

Experiences of this Trial
The Toolbox used was Community Services: Disability and Mental Health (402), specifically two units at Certificate III level relating to Case Management. The Trial focus was on the use of the Toolbox for the professional development of internal staff. 

The intent was to use the Toolbox with a small group of staff members to see whether it suited their training needs and training circumstances. Staff undertaking the training could choose whether or not they wanted their work assessed towards accreditation.

The Business Development Manager led the project team and took on the role of Trainer during the Trial program. She was assisted by another training specialist who provided IT support. Key organisational staff members were consulted during the planning phase of the Trial and the CEO supported and encouraged the team throughout the project. Toolbox Champion Doug Purcell provided mentor support to the team.

Thirteen staff undertook the Toolbox training course. Staff ranged in age from the mid 20s to over 40 years. All rated themselves as ‘confident’ or ‘very confident’ computer users.  

Interwork decided to conduct the Trial with two groups of staff studying under different learning conditions. The first group of four was provided with a minimal level of support in the form of a group induction session in a workshop setting. The second group consisted of nine volunteers (staff members who responded to the call for anyone wanting to try a Toolbox and willing to provide feedback on it). This second group would not receive induction or support beyond written notes. 

The purpose of the different treatment of the two groups was to see whether, in using the Toolbox, staff would be able (and willing) to study independently, and whether this mode of study would make it possible, at least in some cases, to reduce the need to bring staff into the centre for training. Would they need initial support to begin? “I need to know from an enterprise point of view, if we utilise the Toolbox, how much training do we need to give participants – what’s sufficient, and what’s enough - as people participating have very varied skills,” said the Business Manager.

The Interwork team was a little unsure about how to begin their project, saying of the Toolbox and the Trial “when we applied for it we were thinking you guys were going to give us a plan”. Doug, however, was able to reassure them that this was part of the assistance he could provide. Together they worked through what could realistically be achieved in the timeframe available, decided on their aims and visions from a training perspective, and planned the approach. Initially there were some who were a little sceptical of Toolboxes: “my preconceived ideas of it [were] not favourable. I was never ... in favour of giving people resources to go away and work on by themselves, because I have issues as to who is actually doing the work”. 

Prior to the induction session given to the supported learner group the Business Development Manager and the Trainer providing IT support methodically examined the Toolbox after Doug had given them an initial guided tour through it. Both knew that it was important to be familiar with it before giving it to learners and they wanted to be well prepared. The IT support person for example “spent a lot of time prior in preparation going through it so he could sort of thrash out the pathways and where things were ... to answer queries and questions people were asking” said Doug, commenting on their approach.

The induction session was a richly rewarding event. Mentor support was on hand to help the training team if they needed assistance in demonstrating the Toolbox and to help answer any difficult questions, but in the event, they needed only minor assistance. “We ran the workshop basically to discuss the actual Toolbox itself and how it operated and … allay their fears,” the IT support person said. This was the most important part of the session, but there were some strong unexpected benefits as well. The training team had engaged participants in discussion and were able to draw connections between items and icons in the Toolbox and the real world experiences of staff, creating a situation where participants had to then examine and articulate what they currently do. So the workshop became far more than the show-and-tell session on navigation and setting up that had initially been planned. 

Following the workshop, participants could stay and continue to work on the Toolbox or leave. All participants then took a CD-ROM away to complete the units in their own time.

Each member of the unsupported group was given a printed copy of the Toolbox Guide with the CD-ROM, and a covering letter explaining the purpose of the Trial, but no other guidance. Members of the supported group were also given a printed copy of the Guide.

Participants from both groups thought the Toolbox contained excellent learning materials, and liked the concept of having greater flexibility and the fact that the training could be undertaken at any time or at home. However, because of the pressure of work competing with their study time and other factors, both groups struggled to complete. Predictably, the supported group who received the initial induction fared better than the unsupported group in terms of their learning experiences. 

The supported group found the induction session very helpful, saying that it had given them confidence to continue working by themselves. “Doing it with a trainer actually suits me,” said one, but this participant also claimed that “if you were doing it totally from home you’d need to have strong motivation and good time management. Having a component in the classroom to begin with sure helped”.

A participant from the unsupported group endorsed this view. “It would be good”, she said, “to have a face-to-face session as the other group had done, or at least a one-to-one with somebody to show you through the Toolbox so you can find your way around more effectively and efficiently ... I haven’t done anything else as yet as I’m still acquainting myself with the … set-up.” Continued learning support and contact with a trainer was seen as important. “You really need to be able to ask questions, or else when you’re doing it at home, the first difficulty you have you tend to drop it unless you are really motivated to succeed.” 

Having the flexibility in when, where, and how they studied was seen by the learners as a positive aspect. However, they thought that it might be better to set some boundaries. “If there is no requirement to complete by a certain date you often do not complete at all,” said one participant. Another also claimed she worked best when a time limit was imposed: “I find accountability really helpful in my personal … and … professional life. If somebody is checking up on me it helps with my motivation. It’s a personal thing … some people probably don’t want to be asked every week because they can manage their own timeline, but me being far away and needing to connect with somebody … if I’m accountable that means I get four lots of praise every week, and for me that’s motivating”. Having regular contact with a supervisor or trainer is important.

One of the participants found that printing material at home was a problem. She was living with a friend and was extremely conscious of the costs when using someone else’s printer. “You sometimes need to print to save going back and forth between screens,” she said. “I think you need to balance that paper stuff with the computer stuff because it can get … physically tiring in terms of eyesight.”
Providing constructive feedback, one learner suggested that just a simple device such as a flow chart to use as a quick reference guide might help learners who are studying by themselves. It could show the pathways and order of actions within the units graphically, without the need for a lot of explanation. This would be especially helpful for some learners.

Some of the participating learners had not encountered competency-based training previously and were very impressed with the practical approach of the Toolbox design. 

Outcomes and benefits

Reactions to the Toolbox were generally very positive. Most found it “really easy to use”. Comments were made such as “I just needed to download a plug-in but had no difficulties”. Both the format and presentation had appeal. One staff member said: “it’s going to benefit visual learners, there is no doubt about that”. 

One of the major benefits noted was the ability for staff to be able to undertake learning programs at times that best suited them.   

From an enterprise perspective, the mentor support was an important contributing factor to the success of the Trial. The business development manager remarked that Interwork as a company is not especially IT literate, and so, “if we didn’t have Doug it would have been a very nerve-racking experience for us because if somebody asked us an IT technical question [we] are just going to stand there and go yuk!” With Doug’s help and support, however, they had been able to overcome their initial fears.

This Trial has reinforced for Interwork the benefits of using Toolboxes. It has enabled the team to get their first implementation up and running and given them confidence to incorporate different learning approaches into their training programs. However, it also showed them the real nature of their staff training difficulties. The Toolbox will not in itself resolve staff stresses and time-release problems, and so it may or may not improve their staff training completion rates, and they may find also that they still need to bring staff in for face-to-face sessions. But the Toolbox will provide them with training options, which they think may help to overcome some of these challenges. The company plans to put the Toolbox on its server so that all staff can have access to it from any location.

The training staff would like to integrate their internal policy and procedure documents so they can be accessed from within the Toolbox, and also to customise the Toolbox by adding some of their own learning material and examples. But they acknowledged that their ability to do either of these things maybe limited by their tight budget, IT skills and business priorities.

Both management and the trainers looked forward to getting further feedback from both of the participating groups on their experiences in this Trial. This, they said, will enable them to further refine their company’s professional development processes and methods.
To purchase a Toolbox contact Australian Training Products:
Level 25, 150 Lonsdale St

Melbourne, Victoria, 3000

Ph: (03) 9655 0600

Online ordering: http://www.atpl.net.au/?tab=Home&zone=Catalogue&cid=28
To view Toolbox products or to contact a Toolbox Champion in your State/Territory: http://flexiblelearning.net.au/toolbox/index.htm
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