Enterprise Trial of Toolboxes – Flexible Learning Case Studies
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Maxima Training Services 

Toolbox used to support remote apprenticeship training 

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

Maxima Group Training Services is an RTO and is part of the Maxima Group. The company started as the South Australian Group Training Scheme and now has eight divisions providing a comprehensive range of employment, training, and recruitment services. The company currently employs about 150 staff. It operates from three locations, at Beverley and Wellend and in Adelaide’s central business district, providing services State-wide. A not-for-profit community organisation, Maxima Group Training Services is primarily self-sufficient with some Government subsidy for group training.  

The company provides a full range of training services including both accredited and non-accredited training. Course types range from structured apprenticeship programs through to training programs specifically designed to meed individual company needs. Training is delivered in many course areas, but the main areas of focus are horticulture, business administration, and business services. This Case Study deals with horticulture apprenticeship training which involved both on-the-job skills training supervised by the workplace supervisor and a theoretical component that is part of the accredited training conducted by Maxima.

The company mostly uses face-to-face traditional training methods supported with print-based learning resources. The horticulture apprenticeship training is normally based on block-release study: students come to Maxima’s premises for an intense block of study at regular intervals during the year. 

A particular challenge for Maxima is how to provide training in cost-effective ways without compromising quality. Many trainees live and work long distances from the training centre, and travel is both time-consuming and costly. In addition to travel time there are also challenges of timing - fitting training in with seasonal demands of horticulture (eg, crop planting). Finding ways to offer training more flexibly and portably is therefore a high priority for Maxima, and this necessity was a prime motivation for the company’s decision to investigate Toolbox options and participate in this Trial. The Toolbox, they thought, could provide a great deal more flexibility, and deliver possible cost savings for themselves and their learners, in addition to enhancing learning programs.

Experiences of this Trial
For the Trial, Maxima elected to use the Certificate II Horticulture Toolbox with a single trainee enrolled in Horticulture Apprenticeship training, who was employed by a local Council. The trainee was located some 600 km away from Maxima’s offices, so this was an ideal opportunity to test this form of study for distance learners.

Maxima staff who participated in the Trial included Horticulture Manager, Darren Thompson, who managed the project, and Horticulture Trainer, Glen Porteous. Mentor and South Australia Toolbox Chamption, Doug Purcell, provided them with support. Neither Darren nor Glen had used Toolboxes before. Glen had some experience of online teaching but was more familiar with the use of video links.
In trialling the Toolbox for remote study Maxima did not intend to replace block release face-to-face training. The company wanted to use the Toolbox to augment the block release, but if possible, reduce the number of face-to-face sessions required.  

Darren and Glen required little assistance from their mentor to get under way. Doug guided them through the Toolbox, showing them its features, demonstrating how individual units were constructed, and discussing with them how they might incorporate the Toolbox into lesson plans. From that point, they said, the process was relatively straightforward. The Toolbox fitted Maxima’s needs well and they were able to work the Toolbox units into their current training program with minimum effort. They had some initial concerns about the currency of some of the units in the Toolbox (given that Training Packages are continually being updated and the Horticulture Training Package was under review). They were, however, able to select individual units and tasks to fit with the learner’s training plan, and also give the learner the option of working through the additional units if she wished. The assessment tasks from the Toolbox were used in conjunction with other assessment pieces.  

An important part of their planning and preparation phase, Darren and Glen said, was negotiating with the trainee and her employer for local support and access to computing facilities so she could use the Toolbox in her workplace.
The trainee travelled to Maxima’s training centre for her first instruction session. Glen provided her with hands-on tuition to ensure that she was sufficiently comfortable and confident using the Toolbox independently. He spent some time guiding her through each of the learning tasks so that she knew what was expected of her, and understood how the content and tasks of the Toolbox related both to her other study tasks and to her work. The efforts that went into this session paid dividends later on. 

The design and the user-friendliness of the Toolbox impressed both Glen and his trainee. She described it as “fairly intuitive and self-contained”.  After having had the hands-on-session with Glen, she said that she felt a great deal more confident about using the Toolbox, although she admitted that she had needed to be coaxed to use it at first. Her trainer, reflecting back on the induction session, said that the trainee had actually taken to it “like a duck to water”, in spite of her initial hesitancy, and added that “she was very motivated”.

At work the trainee uses public internet computers in the council offices for her study, as the front office computers proved unsuitable because of distractions. She prints assignments and sends them in via fax, and regularly communicates with Glen via email. Glen reported that he also uses email “to check how she’s going and whether she’s doing things right”.

The importance of regular learner support, particularly when trainees are studying remotely, was something Glen and Darren instinctively understood. The benefits were evidenced by the confidence and self-sufficiency that grew within the trainee as she progressed through her studies. Reflecting back on what had made the difference for her, the trainee said that “it helps to have someone to call if you need it”.

The training staff also came to appreciate the importance of learners having a quiet place to work, and negotiating this with the employer before training commences. They said that this was something they would attend to in future training plans. It was also essential to provide workplace supervisors with a copy of the Toolbox so that they could familiarise themselves with content and learning tasks, and thus be better able to support the student and to make links between lessons learnt and work practice.

“I’ve just been really impressed by how easy it has been to implement it, especially in the area we’re looking at,” said Darren. “The only issue that arose is ensuring students have access to appropriate IT equipment and a productive learning environment.”
Outcomes and benefits 

The Maxima participants reported the benefits of taking part in the Trial and the benefits of using Toolboxes:

“The Trial has allowed us to develop more flexible training plans for our rurally based students and also enabled us to access some excellent, relevant training resources,” said Darren. 

The major benefits in using Toolboxes were substantial time and cost savings for the learner (having reduced the need to her to fly to Adelaide), and improved time management for training staff (as there were fewer face-to-face sessions to prepare). The time saved could be devoted to supporting trainees in other ways.  

“After discussions with management we now intend looking at other available Toolboxes aand implementing … these in other vocational areas. We just require an updated version for the new Amenity Horticulture package, and also time to implement learning strategies for other vocations”.

Maxima also hopes to extend the use of Toolboxes with different student cohorts, including a group of school-based trainees if this can be negotiated:

“I’ve got a young lad in mind. I’ve just got to tee it up with the host employer and the school but it’s one of those peculiar situations where the school would prefer him to do it … on the job and the employer would prefer him to do it off the job. So it’s just trying to keep both parties happy, and also what’s going to be the best for the student, and I think [the Toolbox] could be a solution around that.”

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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