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Territory Insurance Office 

The flexibility of Toolboxes demonstrated within LMS delivery

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


Territory Insurance Office (TIO) is a major finance and insurance company which operates throughout the Northern Territory. Darwin based, it has offices and branches throughout the Territory. The company offers a comprehensive range of insurance, investment and financial services, including financial planning, superannuation, and online banking. It also administers the Northern Territory motor accident compensation scheme. The company currently employs about 250 staff.

To ensure quality of service, and to maintain a committed workforce, TIO invests substantially in the professional development and training of its staff. A high priority area is compliance training to ensure that all staff meet the skills standards now required by the Financial Services Industry.  

TIO conducts a large proportion of its training in-house, but partners with Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) for accreditation purposes. The company uses RTOs for the delivery of some courses too, but is gradually bringing more of the training in-house as it increases its internal capacity. “We do a lot of different … training … and we have a number of trainers that specialise in different areas. For example, customer services, financial services, generic areas and so forth,” said Training Manager, Nicole Castle. 

Before the Trial, training methods used by the company had mostly been traditional - workshops or individual training done in face-to-face settings. A few staff had participated in external courses conducted either totally or partially online. Compliance examinations, conducted through the Securities Institute of Australia, are now taken online, which means that some staff are learning in one way, but being tested in another.

TIO’s very early attempts at online learning provision were “very basic; more like power point presentations,” said Tristenne Van Heythuysen, who was the Project Leader and Trainer in the Toolbox Trial. “Most people, not realising how to use it, printed [it] and read it from paper!”
Twelve months before the Toolbox Trial, TIO training staff partnered with the Adelaide Institute of TAFE to participate in a LearnScope project to investigate flexible learning options (LearnScope is a Framework professional development Project). They were looking for a more effective approach to training than their current methods and early attempts at online - something to excite users. “You can imagine with insurance it’s quite dry material,” said Tristenne. “We just knew we had to change our training methods, so that’s how we got into LearnScope.”   

The company recognised the need to improve and enhance their training methods, and at the same time, was looking for ways to streamline its training programs and manage them more efficiently. It elected to adopt a Learning Management System. The decision to incorporate online learning into this system then followed.

Explaining part of her reasons for supporting the new training systems, Nicole said, “I looked at it from the business plan and said what does the company want to achieve, and one thing I recognised was that the organisation wanted to change its culture, and that’s a big thing …so what can we do to assist the culture change? This had to be balanced with what the divisional needs were for training, but we had to recognise also that staff had mostly only ever experienced traditional forms of learning previously.” 

In order to gain acceptance for an online mode of training delivery and different approaches to learning (part of the cultural shift Nicole had talked about) it was essential to bring the TIO staff ‘on board’ from the beginning. A change management strategy was needed. TIO’s engagement with the Toolbox Trial, then, was just one part of a larger program of change that had commenced prior to the company’s involvement in the Toolbox Trial.  

TIO’s initiative had three components:
1. The implementation of a Learning Management System (LMS).
2. The design, development, and incorporation of a learning program into the LMS to test the system and course development process, and to Trial online training with staff.

3. Implementation of these components within a change management strategy.

The Toolbox was to be part of the content to be trialled through the LMS.  

Nicole said that the choice of content to include in the online training arose out of the questions the training team asked of themselves. In particular, they asked which parts of the training were most time-consuming, and what small elements of training could be provided without staff leaving their desks. Having considered these matters, the team asked what would be achievable. A further factor in the choice of content was the compliance training schedule which had already been set. TIO had already begun developing content on ‘privacy principles’ to meet compliance training needs, so when the team noticed that the Toolbox included this topic, they decided that it made sense to use this program.

The company’s prime motivations for investigating Toolboxes were cost saving, course development efficiency, and the opportunity to incorporate innovative learning design and relevant learning materials into their training program. The main aim of the Toolbox Trial was to evaluate the content of the Toolbox and to test the process of adaptation and inclusion of the Toolbox content into their LMS.  

Experiences of this Trial
The company’s project was ambitious. As explained above, they did not intend to use the Toolbox as a stand-alone product, but rather to integrate selected parts of it into an interactive online training program, developed in-house by TIO and delivered via the LMS. 

In addition to Tristenne and Nicole, others involved in the Toolbox component of the project were the learners who participated in the Toolbox Trial - four staff members and a ‘temp’, who worked in TIO’s Human Resources Department. The learners were aged from early 20’s to over 40 year, and were all experienced computer users, though only one had previously undertaken online training. Melanie Burke and Graham Sawyer, Toolbox Champions in the Northern Territory, were mentors.
The Toolbox chosen was Finance Retail (406), from which minor sections on ‘privacy principles’ were selected.  

Tristenne explained the decision to use only certain components of the Toolbox. The Toolbox selection had been integrated with their own material because it did not, on its own, have quite the depth they had been hoping for. There was an additional problem in loading up the Toolbox.  TIO had purchased ‘Lectora’ middleware to load content into their Lotus Management System, and the Toolbox could not be loaded directly into this system. 

It was necessary to incorporate the Toolbox material into the LMS for access and assessment purposes, and using the Toolbox as a stand-alone resource would have defeated the purpose of introducing the LMS system.
The solution to these problems was to choose the sections they most wanted to use, and to cut and paste them into their system. Tristenne was shown how they could easily incorporate the Toolbox content into Lectora. During this period Tristenne was also undertaking training on the LMS software, so that she could use this system.

Once the course was built, TIO planned to trial the content (incorporating the Toolbox sections) with eight staff members. Some were to do the training in a group session, and some were to do the training remotely, just as they would do when the system was rolled out. However, nearer the implementation and testing time this plan changed. Unexpected problems required the team to change the group composition and access arrangements. A smaller group participated, each going through the training program independently at the Head Office premises.
The change in plan was caused by technical problems - “We had a slight technical hitch, the animated MASH character … [there were] technical issues with it working on all computers. Also, we have standardised machines at Head Office, but found that branches are different, hence, problems with screen size, performance … It fell over!” said Tristenne. But she went on quickly to say that “one of the purposes of the Trial was this testing for our own purposes … it was lucky we found out”. In the end, as a result of the technical problems, participants had to access the content directly through the development platform rather than through the LMS interface, but the learning experience, once in the system, was almost the same: “just minus a few of the functions,” reported Tristenne.

The company’s implementation strategy included quite rigorous user testing of the system and content. Participants were each given an evaluation booklet which contained screen captures of the learning program, and were asked to comment and evaluate each against given criteria. They were also asked their overall impressions of the system. The company was very keen to refine these first-run experiences. Both Nicole and Tristenne stressed how important they found the constructive feedback from users. This was the only way, they said, that they could refine their training programs.  

As novice online developers the TIO team learnt the importance of system testing on the machines and infrastructure that the end system will run on. They had not accounted for the slower upgrade of machines in other areas of the company, even though they thought they had tested the system thoroughly. Just because particular content runs on one platform, it will not automatically run on another, they discovered. However, these were minor difficulties in the scheme of things. Overall, the Trial outcomes more than met their expectations.

The team reported a number of factors that contributed to the success of their system implementation and to the success of their Trials. The most important of these was management support, and a supportive culture within the organisation - key people in the organisation, they said, had supported them 150%. Mentor support was also important: having someone who could assist at critical stages and who could be called upon if required. Paying attention to detail in the planning phase, and involving all players as part of a change management strategy were also considerable contributing factors to success. “We did questionnaires and surveys and we’d distributed information over the past year to get our staff familiar with the idea of it … they have all been kept up to date with the implementation of the LMS … so they know something is coming even though they may not have physically seen anything online”.
“It was twelve months of hard work and planning,” said Tristenne, reflecting on what they had achieved.

Outcomes and benefits 

TIO is extremely happy with the results of its three-pronged initiative - the implementation of the LMS, a first try at learning content development and delivery, and the strategic processes put in place to support change. Tristenne claimed that they achieved everything that they had set out to do, and learnt an enormous amount in the process.

Learners spoke favourably of their online experience, saying the content had “variety within it” and that this was especially important “when you don’t … want to do [training], but have to because of compliance”. Some particularly liked the option to study privately, with one staff member saying she liked working on her own as she didn’t like “to appear stupid” in a group.

The development and implementation experience reinforced the training team’s view that it was both necessary and important to spend adequate time in the planning phase when bringing in new systems or change.

Although only using a very small component of the Toolbox (a few screens, graphics, and activities), the experiences of working with the Toolbox were extremely valuable in terms of learning about development and adaptation processes and about good learning design. Tristenne said that she was able to take components from the Toolbox and build upon the good ideas contained in it, for example on content structure, as well as different approaches used for activities and assignments.

“Involvement in this Trial provided us with valuable experience  - we have a better understanding of the process to go through, and the timeframes and so forth … testing, for example, in hindsight, would come in a lot earlier; testing in modules, rather than just at the end. Getting feedback specifically … in hindsight I would have known things a quarter of the way through the course not at the end. It’s the development process I would change,” said Tristenne.  

“From this project we stand in good stead for our next online development project. Through this project we have developed a generic project plan with better estimations of time requirements, templated project documentation, etc,” said Tristenne. She was already investigating what additional support they might need to provide to staff wanting to do training from home.  

This project having whetted her appetite, Tristenne said she would now like to find documentation detailing the process of converting existing courses for online delivery. In this first effort she had really been making a lot of it up as she went along. “It’s been a big learning curve!”
They will be doing further homework, too, on other Toolboxes.

Postscript:
“The finalised course was effectively rolled out in October 2004 with 205 (82%) of staff completing within the first month.  A fantastic result for our staff as it was the first "fully online" course delivered internally!” reported Tristenne.
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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