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Foreword

In August 1999, the Australian National Training Authority Chief Executive Officers (ANTA CEOs) endorsed the Australian Flexible Learning Framework for the National Vocational Education and Training System 2000 – 2004 (AFL Framework). The AFL Framework has been developed by the Flexible Learning Advisory Group (FLAG) and represents a strategic plan for the five-year National Project allocation for flexible learning. It is designed to support both accelerated take-up of flexible learning modes and to position Australian Vocational Education and Training (VET) as a world leader in applying new technologies to vocational education products and services.

The AFL Framework is supported by an annual implementation plan, and the plan for 2002, Strategy 2002, was endorsed by the ANTA CEOs in September 2001. It identifies specific initiatives and allocates resources within each of the five Goals identified in the Framework.

In broad terms, FLAG is a strategically focused group of senior VET personnel advising ANTA CEOs, the ANTA board, the Department of Education Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) the Australian Information and Communication Technology Education Committee (AICTEC – formerly known as the EdNA Reference Committee), on national issues relating to the directions and priorities for flexible learning in VET, with particular reference to online technologies
.

This evaluation report aims to capture learning from the six Round 4 Equity Toolboxes developed in 2002, provide guidance to developers for the next round of development, and provide advice to the Toolbox Management Team.
1. Executive summary and recommendations

1.1 Executive summary

1.1.1. Purpose of the evaluation

The purpose of the evaluation is to capture the learning from the six Round 4 Equity Toolboxes developed in 2002, in order to provide guidance to developers in the next round and advice to the Toolbox management team.

1.1.2. Methodology

Information was derived from focus groups and interviews with individuals and groups involved in the development, from the final reports of the projects, and additional information provided by some of the teams.

1.1.3. Findings of the evaluation

1.1.3.1. How developers experienced the process

All the development teams expressed enthusiasm about their participation in developing Toolboxes, and agreed that they had learned much about pedagogical and technical matters. The teams worked well together.

The teams worked in a variety of ways, but most agreed that it was beneficial to spend at least some of the time in face-to-face contact, though electronic means were satisfactory for much of the communication. The ability to share expertise and resolve problems in person was highly valued by most participants.

Nevertheless, achieving results within timeframes and budgets placed considerable stress on all the development teams.

1.1.3.2. Demands of project complexities

All the development teams described factors which make the development of Equity Toolboxes more demanding of time and funds than other Toolboxes. The factors differ for each of the three sub-categories.

Indigenous Toolboxes require extensive consultation with communities in order to ensure usability and acceptability. The consultation can satisfactorily be carried out by Reference Group members, but may take a considerable time. Face-to-face discussion in the Reference Group may be necessary, and this will involve the expense of bringing them together from distant parts of Australia.

Careful consultation is also needed in literacy Toolbox development because of the widely varied and strongly held opinions among practitioners, and again, time is needed to resolve issues in a way that will gain general acceptance.

In the case of disability Toolboxes, the complexities concern the provision of technical and learning accessibility for varied user groups, in some cases including the incorporation of assistive technologies, in which case almost a double workload is imposed.

1.1.3.3. Basing the project on sound knowledge

The quality of the Toolboxes was grounded in a sound understanding of the subject area and of user characteristics. In some cases this was drawn from previous research, in others from research or consultation conducted during the project. The expertise of the development teams and the members of Reference Groups also contributed.

1.1.3.4. User testing

User testing, whether conducted by means of formal trials or by less formal types of consultation, was universally valued by the project teams. All the developers felt that user testing should start from the beginning of the project, and some suggested that users should be included in the development team.

1.1.3.5. Relationships

The developers appreciated the support and helpfulness of the National Toolbox project management staff based at the Office of Training and Tertiary Education in Melbourne, and the project mentors. Reference Groups emerged as a vital component of the success of the project and of its smooth running. Several of the teams reported a lack of clarity in definition of the roles of the Reference Group, the Steering Committee, the National Toolbox project management staff and the mentors, and associated reporting lines, and requested clarification for future projects. 

Likewise, clearer explanation is needed of the product media and formats which are acceptable; in one case, difficulties in this area caused delays in the project. 

1.1.3.6. Technical standards

All the Toolbox developers were mindful of the requirements in relation to technical standards, and exhibited thoughtfulness about technical and learning accessibility. In general, W3C guidelines were consulted rather than ANTA’s Preferred Standards.

1.1.4. Common themes and differences

1.1.4.1. Disability Toolboxes

Both these projects found the workload associated with catering for the varied needs of their targeted user groups unexpectedly large. In the case of TruVision, the two assistive technologies used required separate user testing and subsequent revision; in the case of The World of Work it was necessary to modify the definition of the target audience, and to simplify some aspects of the design.

The keys to success in this area are a detailed understanding of the target audiences and their needs, and the checking of assumptions by means of consultation with user groups. 

1.1.4.2. Indigenous Toolboxes

These Toolboxes were vastly different in nature. The Native Title Toolbox, dealing with a complicated and sensitive legal subject, required a large quantity of text while catering for differing literacy levels. The Horticulture Toolboxes adapted two existing Toolboxes for Indigenous audiences. They have achieved their aims successfully, but the experience of one of the Horticulture teams suggests that small, locally produced resources would better meet the needs of Indigenous communities. Security and maintenance of the sensitive and rapidly changing content is an issue for the Native Title Toolbox.

The success of these Toolboxes was assured by the acceptability of the development teams to the Indigenous community, and close consultation with the community via the Indigenous Reference Groups.

1.1.4.3. Literacy Toolboxes

While both these developments experienced process-related difficulties at times, these were unrelated and no common themes are apparent. Both projects attained successful outcomes.

1.2 Recommendations

This section draws together the learning reported by each individual Toolbox team, as reported in the detailed discussion below, and synthesises it in the form of recommendations to future developers and to the National Online Product Steering Group. It is based on the themes discussed above, with some additional specific recommendations emanating from particular projects.

1.2.1. Recommendations for developers 

1.2.1.1. Equity Toolboxes in general

Recommendation 1

In preparing Toolbox proposals, developers should: 

1.1
either base them on existing sound research which will inform developers’ understanding of users’ needs and how best to satisfy them, or make provision for such research in their proposals; 

1.2 
draw upon proven existing content material in cases where it can form a successful foundation for Toolbox development.

Recommendation 2

During the development stage, project managers should:

2.1 
incorporate a regular component of face-to-face team working, recognising that the process of development may be enriched if team members from the consortium partners are located together so that they are able to share their skills and understanding;

2.2 
allocate sufficient time for content development to ensure that the workflow of content developers is matched to that of the instructional designers and multimedia staff;

2.3 
consider the use of content-writing templates to make work easier for writers, instructional designers and multimedia specialists;

2.4 
include in the Teaching Guide for each Toolbox suggestions on how teachers can customise it for their own student groups.

Recommendation 3
In planning the learning design, developers should:

3.1 
be prepared to vary the pace of speech on audio files according to the needs of the target group, which should be researched from this point of view;

3.2 
ensure that pages fit fully on the screen (taking account of the different screen sizes currently in use) as scrolling may be difficult or confusing for some learners.

Recommendation 4

In planning technical specifications, developers should:

4.1 
base decisions about technical specifications on a sound knowledge of the user groups and sub-groups, the types of technology they are likely to have access to, and where they are likely to access the learning. Initial assumptions should always be checked;

4.2 
ensure that they are thoroughly conversant with W3C as well as ANTA’s preferred standards, but understand that these are guidelines rather than prescriptions which will suit every case;

4.3 
consider at the tender stage the implications for their product design of file sizes permitted by the National Online Product Steering Group;

4.4 
bear in mind that the Toolbox will be easier to maintain and adapt if based on a single source file rather than a number of files of different types.

Recommendation 5
Developers should be aware of the value of user testing in the formative stages of the project, and should:

5.1 
incorporate user testing into the development process from its inception;

5.2 
encourage the Reference Group to undertake or oversee user testing, where it is willing to do so.

1.2.1.2. Disability Toolboxes

Recommendation 6

The accessibility methodology adopted in TruVision should be published so that other developers may use it as a template to assist in their compliance with accessibility guidelines.

1.2.1.3. Indigenous Toolboxes

Recommendation 7

Project managers should ensure that:

7.1 
the development team is acceptable to the Indigenous community;

7.2 
they are familiar with Indigenous education matters and consult with appropriate bodies in order to ensure the correct composition of an Indigenous Reference Group.

7.3
they are familiar with How to Augment the Series Two & Three Horticulture Toolbox for Indigenous Learners: A Guide for VET Practitioners (Ryan & Robertson, 2002), prepared as part of the Horticulture Toolbox augmentation project.

1.2.1.4. Literacy Toolboxes

Recommendation 8

Developers should cater for a range of levels of computer skill, bearing in mind that many literacy students are confident and positive about on-line learning.
1.2.2. Recommendations for the National Online Product Steering Group

Recommendation 9
Tender and contract documents should be revised to include:

9.1
a clear definition of ‘on-line’: whether the Toolbox is to be completely web-based or to what extent other media such as CD-ROM can be used; 

9.2
explanation of the scope of information required in the Teaching Guide and the Installation Guide;

9.3
advice on the requirement for user testing, with a recommendation to include users in the development team;

9.4
instruction on permissible file sizes for audio and other components;

9.5
explanation of the relative roles and responsibilities of National Toolbox project management staff, the Steering Group, the Reference Group, and the mentor, including a clear statement about who can give authoritative direction.

Recommendation 10

In order to facilitate working with Toolbox developers, the National Online Product Steering Group should:

10.1
recognise that the role of National Toolbox project management staff team members in mentoring project teams is highly valued by the teams, and should be strengthened and suitably resourced;

10.2
where changes to the project concept occur after the contract is signed, work with the project team to agree on a manageable scope for the project.

Recommendation 11

The National Online Product Steering Group should recognise the resource intensiveness of developing Equity Toolboxes, and vary funding and time allowances accordingly.

Recommendation 12

Universal design
 should be promoted as a preferred accessibility approach for product development under the Australian Flexible Learning Framework.

Recommendation 13

In addition to standard Toolboxes for Indigenous learners, the National Online Product Steering Group should make available small amounts of money plus instructional design and multimedia expertise to enable individual communities to develop small, local ‘just-in-time’ resources. This is in recognition of the fact that the Indigenous community is not homogeneous but consists of many groups, with a multiplicity of cultures, so that one Toolbox will not meet all needs.

Recommendation 14

The National Online Product Steering Group should commission targeted research about literacy students’ response to on-line resources, taking account of possible differences between the varied sub-groups of literacy learners. 

Recommendation 15

Successful Toolboxes with a probable application overseas should be actively marketed.

1.2.3. Additional note

National Toolbox project management staff have worked closely with the development team of the Native Title Toolbox to resolve issues relating to security and maintenance of the resources, in order to protect the sensitive legal content and ensure that further developments are incorporated. It may be beneficial to document this process in some detail, for use if similar matters arise in the future.

2. Evaluation of Equity Toolboxes

2.1. Purpose of the evaluation

Toolboxes are an initiative under the Australian Flexible Learning Framework, within the goal area ‘World-Class On-line Content Development, Applications and Services’. They consist of packages of on-line learning materials, aligned to Training Packages, which can be purchased by RTOs and either used in their original form or customised to suit the organisation’s needs. As well as the learning materials, each Toolbox includes a Teaching Guide and an Installation Guide.

Further information about Toolboxes and how to purchase them is available at http://flexiblelearning.net.au/toolbox/ .

Six Round 4 Equity Toolboxes were developed in 2002, two each under the sub-headings of Disability Toolboxes, Indigenous Toolboxes and Literacy Toolboxes. The purpose of this evaluation is to capture the learning from these developments, in order to provide guidance to developers in the next round and advice to the Toolbox management team.

The evaluation brief states the objectives of the evaluation as:
· Examine how well the Toolboxes relate to the tender documents, the referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies. 

· Capture the learning from the development projects. Both the development process and the access and equity issues raised.

· Examine the acceptance during the implementation trials and some possible delivery strategies.

· Identify any design issues which may impact on future Equity Toolboxes

· Trace any commonalities over the full six Toolboxes or within the groups of two Toolboxes for each equity area.

This report provides a collation of the learning overall, and then documents the projects individually. It should be read in conjunction with the final reports of the projects, which describe the Toolbox products.

2.2. Methodology

Information for the evaluation was derived from three sources:

1. Final reports of the projects (where available) and, in some cases, additional documentation provided by the project teams.

2. Tender documentation provided by the National Online Product Steering Group, together with guidelines and policy documents referenced therein.

3. Focus groups and individual interviews conducted with project teams, reference group members and user-testers. 

The interview schedule for the consultations is provided as an appendix to this report.

2.3. Findings of the evaluation

2.3.1. How developers experienced the process 

It is clear that, in addition to the valuable learning resources produced by this round of Equity Toolbox development, the developers themselves derived satisfaction from the learning that occurred about pedagogical and technical matters, and from the opportunity to work cooperatively with their colleagues. 

The teams were motivated by their enthusiasm for innovation and their care for learners and learning, and all of them devoted time and energy far beyond the scope of the funding they received. Team members were well chosen, and that the teams worked zealously and cooperatively together. In one case the team, content developers, instructional designers and multimedia designers, worked together in a single location. In others, content developers were brought in for part of the time. In another case, contact with the content developers took place electronically after an initial briefing. The majority of developers agreed that face-to-face contact at least part of the time was valuable in team building, in resolving problems cooperatively, and in the professional development gained from exchanging expertise. This was especially true in the more complex projects. The time allocation of content developers was also important; where the project formed a small part of their workload, it was difficult for them to keep up with the schedule of the instructional designers and multimedia personnel. 

Largely because the job, in every case, required more time and work than had been budgeted for, the experience was very stressful for many of the participants, who were juggling their obligations to the Toolbox project with other duties. Nevertheless, almost all declared their participation in the project to have been rewarding in its educational returns and in the learning they had acquired. 

2.3.2. Demands of project complexities

No doubt all Toolbox developers have to work hard to achieve their objectives on time and within budget; in the case of Equity Toolboxes, however, additional requirements mean that this task is harder. Several of the teams commented that the experience of the project would enable them to budget more accurately in future, but that they could not have predicted the demands of the project before gaining this experience. This would therefore be an opportune time to review funding, either to increase the funds available or to encourage developers to limit the scope of their development in order to allow for additional requirements. It is hoped, too, that some of the advice contained in this report may help future developers in this matter.

What are the additional complexities of Equity Toolboxes? In the case of Indigenous Toolboxes, the process of gaining the acceptance of, and consultation with, communities is of paramount importance. The Reference Group must be selected through consultation with appropriate bodies, and may need a considerable amount of time to consult with communities. This time factor must be allowed for in planning the project. The cost of bringing together such a group from many locations around Australia is considerable, but it is important for them to meet face to face with each other and with team members, and so this cost must be allowed for in the budget.

With literacy Toolboxes there is less need for the Reference Group to meet face to face, but the literacy field is large and complex, and encompasses many pedagogical opinions, some of them conflicting. Developers need to recognise this fact in choosing Reference Group members who are able to advise the project harmoniously, while ensuring that other stakeholders are consulted in a manner which assists the acceptability of the project. Project management in this field can therefore be challenging, and again, time may be needed to steer a suitable course.

Complexities in the disability area relate to the variety of user groups under this umbrella term, and the wide range of interests, skills and literacy levels they bring to their learning. Catering for these needs can bring an enormous workload of both technical and learning design, and so developers would do well to specify clearly at the outset the sub-groups of learners they intend to provide for. Compliance with technical standards is a particular issue for this group, and incorporating these demands in the design may add to the time required for the project.

2.3.3. Basing the project on research

In all six projects, a sound understanding of the subject area and of user characteristics and needs contributed greatly to the quality of the Toolboxes produced. This was derived either from research or consultation conducted during the project or from the use made of existing research, and also from the up-to-date experience brought to the project by members of the development team and Reference Group. Basing the product on content recently developed for another purpose (as in the case of the Native Title Toolbox) or on recent research (as in the case of ‘TruVision’) provided a solid footing and gave the team confidence. In the case of Horticulture, the reworking of an existing Toolbox for a different audience provided reliable content, but the adaptation had technical difficulties, and the team considered that on another occasion they would prefer to start from scratch. 

2.3.4. User testing

User testing was conducted in several ways: by relatively formal trialling with groups of students with their teacher; by content developers with their own students; by Reference Group members through contact with their own constituencies; and informally through the personal networks of development team members. In all cases, it provided valuable comments on content, learning design, navigation structure and visual design which were of great assistance to the project teams. The developers were unanimous in the view that user testing should start from the beginning of the project, and some suggested that in future they would include users in the development team.

The Reference Groups provided conceptual support and avenues through which to reach potential users, and many Reference Group members were praised by the developers for their contributions to the projects. In one case, however, tensions arose as a result of different points of view, presenting a difficult task of management to the project coordinator. It is clear that the selection of Reference Group members, and the process of working with the group, is of vital importance to the success of the project.

2.3.5. Relationships

The tendering process was seen as clear and manageable (though, inevitably, time-consuming), and relations with National Toolbox project management staff were very good most of the time. Interviews in several of the projects described National Toolbox project management staff as supportive and patient, and remarked on their preparedness to work with teams to solve problems arising.

In one case, a mismatch of understanding between National Toolbox project management staff and the project team about some fundamental aspects of the project caused some difficulties, eventually resolved by hard work and good will on both sides. The problem was caused by a decision to move away from hybrid products, permissible in earlier rounds, to wholly on-line Toolboxes, which appears to have taken place after the tender was accepted but before proof of concept was presented. The absence of key staff members at this period led to some inconsistencies in communication.

The value of the project mentors was perceived differently by different teams. In one case, the mentor was of great assistance in supporting the project, others made less use of their mentor, and one team found their mentor was not sufficiently available to provide the advice they would have liked.

Some confusion exists as to the relative roles of National Toolbox project management staff, the Steering Committee, the project Reference Groups and the mentors. This could be resolved without difficulty by providing definitions in the contract documents. It will be important to do this, because in cases where authoritative direction is required, some teams are unclear about who is in a position to give this.

2.3.6. Technical standards

All the teams were cognisant of the need to conform to technical standards, and all were well familiar with the policy guidelines applying to their areas. In general, W3C guidelines were consulted rather than ANTA’s Preferred Standards. In some cases the design departed from these guidelines; where this was the case, it occurred because research or consultation indicated that this was a preferable course for the target audience. Both the teams noted that they strove to meet universal standards; one suggested that ‘the important thing is that, as far as possible, one accessible environment is created, rather than multiple environments. These can lead to questions of equity of access and maintenance issues.’ This may mean that universal standards may need to be adapted to meet the researched needs of users for a particular Toolbox, for example where JavaScript is essential to support assistive technologies. 

One of the projects, TruVision, undertook detailed research on W3C accessibility standards, and this team is willing to provide the methodology based on this research for publication as a template for the assistance of future developers.

As can be seen from the above discussion, the three sets of Toolbox projects had much in common, and most of the learning will be applicable to all Equity Toolbox developers. Some differences are apparent, however, and these are discussed in the next section.

2.4. Common themes and differences

This section draws out the main themes emerging from each pair of Toolboxes. The points are amplified in the discussion of individual Toolboxes later in this report.

2.4.1. Disability Toolboxes

‘TruVision’ is a learning platform designed for learners who are blind, learners with impaired vision and learners with no disabilities. It usees a simulated workplace which learners can move around, selecting people and spaces to access content. The graphics are as realistic as possible to aid in involving the learner in the simulated office. The three groups of learners were identified in the tender. Providing for all three groups greatly increased the complexity of the project; the team had not realised that issues of learning and technical design would differ so greatly between the groups, and that material would need to be tested separately for each group. This was the principal reason why the project required so much more time than had been expected. 

The tender for ‘The World of Work’ defined the target audience far more broadly, as ‘young adults with intellectual and/or psychiatric disabilities’. Once development began, however, it became apparent almost immediately that it would be difficult to meet the needs of such a large group, and research was undertaken to remedy this problem, for example, to consider how to serve intellectually disabled learners with impaired vision, and learners with a range of literacy levels. It was decided that learners with a mild disability would be the target. Nevertheless, the time involved in developing the large quantity of content that was necessary meant that some sacrifices had to be made in design, for example cutting some of the cartoon-style screens from three panels to two panels. 

Allowing for these difficulties, the development process was relatively smooth in both cases. Both teams felt that they benefited enormously from the extension of their understanding resulting from the project. Their main advice to future developers was to define the target audience carefully at the outset, and to be vigilant about checking assumptions.

2.4.2. Indigenous Toolboxes

The Native Title Toolbox is aimed at Indigenous learners either working for local government or for Native Title Representative Bodies, to help them understood the basic processes involved in Native Title claims. This is a highly sensitive subject which is continually evolving, so that accuracy of content and provision to update it were of great concern to the developers. Many government, judicial and other bodies provided advice over the period of development. The content developer had previously prepared a guide on this subject for the Australian Local Government Association, which gave permission for its use; this was a great advantage. A satisfactory way of disseminating the resource while protecting it from adaptation or corruption is still being sought, as the consequences of either could be serious. It was necessary to provide for users with a wide range of literacy levels; this has been done by designing an animated, easy-to-follow structure which includes a library of higher-level material.

The Horticulture project adapts two existing Toolboxes for Indigenous learners, keeping the content and navigation structure but changing the visuals and much of the terminology. Again, catering for literacy levels was a challenge: the Toolboxes related to Certificate II and III, but many of the prospective learners will be starting from a very low literacy level. The project itself has turned out well, but the comments emanating from Indigenous bodies consulted and local Indigenous communities during the national consultations of the Kangan Batman development, indicate that it is likely to be taken up by only a proportion of the target group, others preferring small, locally based, just-in-time learning resources. The Challenger Toolbox was trialled, and has gained acceptance, across Western Australia.

In all cases, two keys to success are evident. The first is the Indigenous Reference Group. The selection of members both to represent and consult the many Indigenous communities and to bring relevant expertise was of vital importance, as was the ability of members to bring additional advice from their own networks. 

The second is the acceptability of the development team to the Indigenous community. In the case of the Native Title team, members and organisations had established their reputation and credibility through extensive and well-regarded previous work. In the case of the Kangan Batman team, acceptability was earned by the inclusion of Indigenous staff members in aspects of the development, and by the Project Manager visiting communities in a manner that demonstrated respect for culture and willingness to listen. The Challenger team included an Indigenous consultant on the team, who worked closely with the Project Coordinator. The principal guiding force in all the projects was that Indigenous people should play a leading part in the development of the resources.

2.4.3. Literacy Toolboxes

Neither of the literacy projects experienced a smooth ride, but the reasons (elucidated in the individual reports) are unrelated. 

‘Basic Skills in the Cybercentre’ was intended to provide literacy and numeracy skills development for those proceeding to an existing resource (now called the Cybermall). While it still does this, and is a satisfactory resource in itself, changes necessitated during development have loosened this linkage. 

The ‘On-line Literacy and Numeracy Resource Centre for Trainers and Assessors’ is, as its name implies, targeted to staff rather than students. The problems faced during this project stemmed from the complexities of the literacy field, as discussed above under the heading of Findings from the Evaluation. 

No unexpected issues of access and equity emerged from these two projects.

3. The Equity Toolboxes in detail

3.1. TruVision

3.1.1. Project processes and outcomes

TruVision is an on-line learning environment designed for learners who are blind or vision impaired, or who have other disabilities. It can also be used by learners without a disability. 

The need for the product became apparent during the ‘Spotlight on the Provider’ conference in March 2001, where discussion took place on the large and growing market for products designed for learners with disabilities. Elearn.WA, a new business, saw this as an opportunity, developed a concept, and consulted the Association for the Blind of WA, the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind and the Royal Blind Society of New  South Wales, to see whether it would be viable. The associations were enthusiastic because they saw the opportunity to extend their training to remote areas and people with limited mobility, and to provide access to training via TAFE and schools.

Elearn.WA did not consider itself well informed about the client groups identified above, and so a close partnership with the Association for the Blind was essential. The partnership has indeed proved to be close, with an extremely positive impact on the processes and outcomes of the project.

Two staff members from the Association for the Blind of WA were based at Elearn.WA for a year to provide the content for the project, and found it a wonderful opportunity to try some different work. Elearn.WA provided educational design, graphics, multimedia and on-line learning expertise. The presence of content developers on site enabled Elearn.WA staff to develop new expertise and an understanding of new markets. They have learned much about the possibilities of adaptive technologies. 

Team members learned the distinction between web accessibility (ability to access content for users with varied physical characteristics and available levels of technology) and learning accessibility, which allows the learner to engage with the learning environment. In the case of TruVision, a key to learning accessibility is the inclusion of descriptions of files describing each part of the visual environment on each page, including characters, furniture and so on, as if to a blind person entering a room. Screen reading and screen magnification technologies are vital parts of the system, and learning accessibility factors related to these include, for example, the design of audio instructions to accompany them, based both on keystrokes and on mouse clicks.

User testing was undertaken (by persons nominated by the Royal Blind Society of NSW and the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, and by sighted persons from the secondary system) towards the end of the project. This was found so useful in gaining insight into aspects of learning accessibility, and how the product would be used, that in any future developments, a user tester would instead be included as a member of the team from the beginning. An example of the learning gained related to the distinction between the screen reading and screen magnification technologies. Before the user testing, the team did not realise how different were the issues for each of these, or that they needed to be tested separately. They now realise the need to identify and test assumptions about the homogeneity of the proposed user group before starting development.

The team undertook a LearnScope project ‘Towards TruVision’ before starting development. This gave the entire team an introduction to e-learning which led to the raising of issues and the formation of concepts which led to the consolidation of the proposed joint project between Elearn.WA, the Association of the Blind WA, the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind and the Royal Blind Society of NSW. During the LearnScope project it was found that no other development of this kind was happening elsewhere in the world. The team came to the conclusion that the Australian national training system, in particular the introduction of Training Packages and the Flexible Learning Framework, provided a setting in which investment in products such as Toolboxes could be made.

Ron Oliver provided valuable mentoring support early in the project. The simulation concept derived largely from his thinking about problem-based on-line learning. The inclusion of one of Professor Oliver’s PhD students in the team was extremely helpful in the research phase.

The team now understands that the complexity of catering for the three user groups targeted by TruVision, and the concomitant requirement for user testing, means that the project was very much more resource intensive than expected. The hours budgeted were simply not enough. The team suggested that the funding body should recognise that Toolbox developments in the disability area may differ in the resources needed.

Initially, the intention was to customise a Toolbox which was in preparation by another developer. This Toolbox has not been finished, so the Elearn.WA team, carried along by their enthusiasm, started from scratch. With hindsight, they now consider that customisation of an existing Toolbox would have taken the same amount of time. Nevertheless, the workload proved to be a problem, and was sustained largely by the commitment and enthusiasm of the team.

They are convinced that the precursor to a successful Toolbox development is good research. They were fortunate in that the Association for the Blind had recently researched the subject of improving outcomes for their members with funding from a Department of Training ‘Building Diversity’ grant.

A critical incident was the formation of a sub-group (drawn from the development team and a couple of users) to assess TruVision against all 65 of the W3C checkpoints. This was found to be extremely worthwhile in giving substance and authority to the team’s knowledge about the area.

Towards the end of the project, team members worked around the clock to meet the deadlines.

In retrospect, the team considers that the product would be easier to maintain and adapt if it were based on a single source file, so that behind-the-scenes text and Flash components were all linked to the same text file via XML. The current format is to an extent vulnerable to the criticism that it simply provides a text-based alternative. However, no-one on the team considers that this could have been predicted at the beginning of the project.

Understanding of technical accessibility guidelines such as W3C, and how to use them, proved to be vital for the project. W3C attempts to provide universal guidelines for web users worldwide, using all types of available technology. 

A product like TruVision, however, would be virtually impossible to operate on older browsers and software. JavaScript without alternatives, for example self-tests (an essential part of the product design) is not W3C compliant; but it would be difficult to provide the features of TruVision without it. It was necessary, therefore, to specify minimum standards for users. 

Since TruVision is designed specifically for IT training, it is likely that most users would have ready access to up-to-date browsers and software. The team noted, however, that they were aware of one user who chose Lynx as a browser, and therefore could not make use of some of the features. Their recommendation is that decisions of this kind should be based on a sound knowledge of the client group – a further reason for involving users from the inception of the project, to find out not only what is acceptable to them but also what technical accessibility issues will exist. It is also very helpful when members of the development team have taught the potential user groups; the fact that the content developers in this team had done so was greatly appreciated.

Even with understanding of W3C guidelines, user testing during the development revealed (as noted above) some basic needs which needed to be more explicitly provided for. The screen magnification software, Zoomtext, shows sections of the screen, and keyboard-based instructions were required to enable users to discern changes in some of the interactions. Without these instructions, users would have found it difficult to navigate.

In addition to the blind and visually impaired groups which are the principal market for TruVision, the needs of some other learning-impaired groups were recognised, and discussion took place about whether and how these could be catered for. It was concluded that TruVision should be useful for learners with some other types of disability, and for non-disabled users. It was decided, however, that it was not feasible to cater for the needs, for example, of some intellectually disabled groups. The team considered that attempting to cover all possible ground would detract from the quality of TruVision and its ability to meet the needs of its primary user groups. A reasonable aim, they thought, was to target 75% of the market and recognise that the remaining 25% would need its own specialist development. They noted that little on-line learning exists for the intellectually disabled, and that this area could receive more attention.

The importance of the Teaching Guide was noted. It should include information on how teachers can customise the product for their own student groups, since some may not be conversant with doing this even if they are familiar with the software.

Generally the tendering and management processes, and interactions with National Toolbox project management staff, were found to be satisfactory.

The team suggested that the requirement for user testing should be built into the tender documents; tenderers should be required to demonstrate before the event how they would guarantee that their Toolboxes would be accepted and usable by the target groups.

In addition, they would have liked more direction about what and how much information they should include, for example, in the Teaching Guide. 

As noted above, resourcing was a problem; it was felt that the funding did not recognise the resource-intensive nature of Toolbox development for learners with disabilities. The team noted that some Toolbox developers estimate that compliance with W3C Priority 1 added 10% to the demands of development; having regard to the range of disabilities and assistive technologies, however, and incorporating an appropriate level of user testing, they calculated the additional demand as closer to 25%.

3.1.2. Compliance with tender documents

The membership of the project partnership (an RTO specialising in on-line learning and three state bodies for the blind), the research conducted before the beginning of the project, and the user testing conducted during development, should ensure that the product is well accepted by the primary user groups, the blind and visually impaired. It is also able to be used by learners with other disabilities and non-disabled users. Usability testing was based on Nielsen’s usability heuristics.

TruVision is designed to be used with assistive technologies, specifically screen reading and screen magnification software. In addition to ANTA specifications, W3C guidelines were used in determining technology standards. The requirements of the assistive technologies placed some constraints on the team’s ability to comply with the guidelines (for example, the product is built to operate with Internet Explorer rather than Netscape, and JavaScript is used). The rationale for these variations is provided in the project’s final report, and is convincing. The team continues to monitor developments in the assistive technologies which relate to technology standards and usability.

Project deliverables are available as specified in the tender brief.

The tender brief requires the development team to demonstrate ‘a strong understanding of the target group and of the principles associated with the effective use of on-line modalities’. The membership of the development team, the research conducted before beginning and the user testing conducted during the project has ensured that this requirement has been met.

3.1.3. Compliance with referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies

3.1.3.1. National Strategy and Blueprint for Implementation

TruVision provides a means by which people with visual and other disabilities can obtain access to flexible on-line learning and assessment in a way which caters for varied learning styles and recognizes the status of learners as capable, autonomous adults. It allows for interaction with teachers and peers. It provides guidance for teachers on how to use and how to customise it. By making this resource available to learners and training providers, it is consistent with the specifications of Bridging Pathways (ANTA, 2000a), which requires that:

People with a disability can choose their preferred training options, know they can participate and succeed in their individual vocational goals and have clear avenues for informing the system about meeting their needs, individually and collectively… Training providers can access resources to support people with a disability in training, know how to include and support people with a disability in training and are willing to do so… ( p.7) 

and directs providers to:

Provide client focused training Continually improve the flexibility and responsiveness of vocational education and training products and services available to people with a disability. Incorporate disability considerations into the delivery of training to clients in rural/remote areas, those with cultural needs, women and students of all ages. (p.15) 

3.1.3.2. Strategy 2001 Access and Equity project

TruVision is designed in a manner consistent with the Guidelines for Practitioners and Managers (Flexible Learning Advisory Group, 2002a) and the Guidelines for Web Accessibility (Flexible Learning Advisory Group, 2002b) prepared by the Access and Equity project under the Australian Flexible Learning Framework. The development team appears in fact to have investigated some aspects of these issues in more depth than was possible in that project; where variance from the Guidelines has occurred, it has been as the result of investigation of the needs of the target user groups.

3.1.4. Summary of learnings

1. Toolbox proposals should be based on sound research which will inform understanding of users’ needs and how best to satisfy them.

2. The accessibility methodology adopted in TruVision should be published so that other developers may use it as a template.

3. Universal design should be promoted as a preferred accessibility approach for product development under the Australian Flexible Learning Framework.

4. Successful Toolboxes with a probable application overseas should be actively marketed.

5. The process of development is enriched if team members from the consortium partners are located together so that they are able to share their skills and understanding.

6. Developers need to be thoroughly conversant with W3C as well as ANTA’s preferred standards, but to understand that they are guidelines rather than prescriptions which will suit every case.

7. Decisions about technical specifications should be based on a sound knowledge of the user groups and sub-groups, the types of technology they are likely to have access to and where they are likely to access it. Initial assumptions should always be checked.

8. The Toolbox will be easier to maintain and adapt if common source files are used to house content that caters for both screen reader users and sighted users..

9. The Teaching Guide for each Toolbox should include suggestions on how teachers can customise it for their own student groups.

10. Tender documents should specify the requirement for user testing, with a recommendation to include users in the development team.

11. Tender documents should suggest the scope of information required in the Teaching Guide and the Installation Guide.

12. The resource intensiveness of developing Toolboxes in the disability area should be recognised, and funding and time allowances varied accordingly.

3.2. The World of Work

3.2.1 Project processes and outcomes

This Toolbox,  developed by Holmesglen Institute of TAFE, supports four modules from the Victorian Certificate I in Work Education. The original proposal described the target audience as ‘young adults with intellectual and/or psychiatric disabilities’. It quickly became apparent, however, that this aim was far too broad, bearing in mind the fact that people with intellectual disabilities frequently have additional disabilities such as vision impairment. A process of research and decision-making narrowed the category to ‘mild intellectual or psychiatric disabilities’. The support needs of this group mean that the Toolbox is best used in a class group with a teacher.

Research also suggested that graphics rather than photographs would form the most suitable basis for the visuals, and it was decided to base the design on a strip cartoon, one strip per screen. Each screen contained a small, self-contained story, which would link conceptually with other stories Three panels were planned for each strip, to allow for presentation of a scenario, action and reaction. The team’s comparative lack of experience in developing resource materials for this group of learners meant that they underestimated the amount of content needed to present the four modules, and so, in order to complete the project on time, some of the strips were compressed to two panels, though all the content was still included. The aim of the design was to present learners with a choice of words and pictures. 

The instructional design and multimedia team was based at Training and Development Services at Holmesglen, with content developers drawn from Holmesglen and Northern Melbourne Institute of TAFE. Using a development process which has been well tried at Holmesglen, and following a detailed briefing at an initial team meeting, content developers worked in their own workplaces with the support of a Content Developer’s Guide, and a consultative process was used in a cycle of material submission, review and revision.

The team was well supported by an excellent Reference Group, which brought expertise in the disability area to supplement that of some of the content developers. Personal networks were used to locate suitable members, many of whom had been approached before the tender was written. Relationships with National Toolbox project management staff were excellent. One National Toolbox project management staff member was able to assist with the  setting-up of user trialling using his own personal networks. Help was received from the mentor in the early stages of the project.

A question which kept recurring for the development team was how close to universal design the Toolbox could be. The proportion of visually disabled learners in the target group led the team to design it as Jaws (screen reader) compatible. This decision brought with it some software requirements. A possible limitation of Jaws for the intellectually disabled learner was seen to be the monotone synthetic voice, which does not provide the normal aural cues of pitch, tone and pace variation.

A challenge for the team, imbued as it was with constructivist, learner-centred pedagogical principles, was the need of this target audience for a more linear and directive style of learning resource. Some of the concepts (body language, for example), were difficult to explain from scratch. 

Because it was necessary to start at this base level, the sheer quantity of concepts to be dealt with had to be reviewed during the process. The team echoed the view of the TruVision developers that all assumptions about the learner groups must be examined; no assumptions could be made about learners’ pre-existing knowledge. One way of dealing with this problem in the future, they considered, might be to specify the literacy that the resource is designed to cater for. In future, too, when dealing with such visually rich content, they would scale down the scope of the project to fit it within time and budget.

The team found it difficult to organise user testing nationally, but were eventually successful (again, using personal networks) in setting up five trials based in Melbourne, Hobart and Brisbane. These reported that the Toolbox was attractive and engaging to learners, and provided additional comments which enabled fine tuning to take place. Most of the comments related to literacy levels, and reinforced the advisability of using the Toolbox with the guidance of a teacher. 

Additional reviews were carried out by reviewers from bodies in Victoria and Queensland, from organisations representing relevant user groups. Because of the diversity of these user groups, the responses were varied, and in some cases contradictory, about matters such as the language level and graphic design. Some reviewers found the resource eminently suitable for their clientele, while others found it too advanced or too basic. This experience led to the inclusion in the Teaching Guide of some suggestions for alternative delivery strategies. It also reinforced awareness of the need to define target groups carefully.

3.2.2. Compliance with tender documents

As suggested by initial research, user testing and review confirm that the product is most suitable for use with the support of a teacher who can help with text interpretation and with use of the computer. It requires some basic literacy.

It is a free-standing, device-independent resource and can be run from a server, a website or a CD-ROM, using Netscape or Internet Explorer.

The project deliverables are as specified in the tender brief.

3.2.3. Compliance with referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies

The product complies with guidance documents and policies; the comments on TruVision apply equally to this project.

3.2.4. Summary of learnings

1. Toolboxes for use by intellectually disabled learners may be best used in a class group with a teacher.

2. Toolboxes should aim for universal design, but recognise that there will be some limitations on what is possible.

3. Developers should be meticulous about checking their assumptions about learners and their background knowledge.

4. The scope of the project should be scaled so as to be manageable within time and budget.

Note: In recognition that there are variations in the needs of members of the target audience, this product is now being promoted in the following way: ‘The resource is intended mainly for young people who are seeking work or making the transition from school to work. These learners may have limited literacy and social skills needed for the workplace and limited knowledge of work/job requirements.’ 

Teachers should review the product before purchase, and assess its suitability for their particular learner group.  The entire product can be viewed on the Web at http://flexible learning.net.au/toolbox
3.3. Native Title

3.3.1. Project processes and outcomes

This Toolbox is designed to help Indigenous learners working either for local government or for Native Title Representative Bodies
 to develop an understanding of the concepts and basic facts of native title.  Users of the resource will be able to follow the processes involved in preparing, lodging and pursuing an application for a determination of native title by the Federal Court.

The project was a partnership between National Training Advisory (the local government ITAB), Fraynework (multimedia developers) and Swinburne University of Technology; Ed Wensing of Planning Integration Consultants Pty Ltd was contracted as content developer. 

Data for this report was gathered from interviews with the development team and an informal meeting with the Indigenous Reference Group
.  The final report was not available at the time of the evaluation, as the project was not yet complete.

The Toolbox content derives from the Working with Native Title Guide (Macmillan & Wensing, 1999) prepared for the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) as a practical resource for Local Government to understand its legal responsibilities arising from the Commonwealth’s Native Title Act 1993.  This Guide had been well received by Local Government and the Indigenous community.  A realisation that this subject must be covered in the Training Package, and that no training materials existed for the VET sector, prompted the decision by the Australian Local Government Industry Training Council to apply for Toolbox funding.

The Toolbox is targeted primarily to Indigenous people working in local government, but is expected to be used more widely by a variety of people working with native title, particularly the Native Title Representative Bodies.  Interest has already been shown from a number of quarters including universities and TAFEs.

The composition of and interaction with the Indigenous Reference Group was a crucial part of this project.  It was essential to draw members from geographical areas most affected by native title, and from the major organisations involved.  All but one of the members were themselves native title claimants; they included members from three Native Title Representative Bodies, two from local Councils, the Indigenous ITAB and the Land Rights and Native Title Branch of ATSIC (which administers the funding for Native Title Representative Bodies).  Three members were lawyers.  The mix of professional and Native Title interests worked well, and their advice was consistent and valuable.

The Indigenous Reference Group members themselves acted as user testers.  This activity took place at three face-to-face meetings in Melbourne and by on-line interaction.  It was necessary to bring them together because their role required them to consult with their communities and discuss the outcomes of this consultation in some detail. Their involvement in the project was therefore more intensive than that of most Reference Groups.  Because of their involvement from the inception of the project, Reference Group members were able to offer both formative advice and comments on the product as it developed.  This process worked well.  The only difficulty was the high cost of bringing together the members, some of whom had to travel from relatively remote locations.  This cost reduced the funds available for development, and members of the development team reported that they were able to keep within budget only by contributing far more time than they had originally estimated. There was some lack of clarity about the role of Reference Group members, in particular about how detailed their input was expected to be, but this was resolved amicably and in a way that has enhanced the quality of the product.

It was essential for the development team too to have credibility with the Indigenous community.  Both Ed Wensing and Fraynework had extensive experience in this area, and their previous work, and the knowledge of their respect for Indigenous culture, made them acceptable.

A reconfiguration of activities at Swinburne mid way through the development of the resource led to the university withdrawing from the project in February 2002, but one representative maintained contact in an unofficial capacity.  The withdrawal brought about an unplanned addition to the workload for Ed Wensing and Fraynework, causing some delay in addition to that resulting from the need to rework the proof of concept.

The Australian Local Government Association readily gave permission to use without charge the ‘Working with Native Title’ Guide.  The Native Title Act 1993 (Cth) establishes a native title system comprising several agencies with differing responsibilities for different parts of the system.  When the ALGA guide was developed, these agencies played a key role providing advice, assistance and support to ensure its accuracy.  When ALGT was successful in receiving funding to develop a toolbox on native title, the key native title agencies were keen to play a similar role.  These agencies included the National Native Title Tribunal based in Perth, the Land Rights and Native Title Branch of ATSIC based in Brisbane, the Federal Attorney General’s Department located in Canberra, and the Native Title Registrar of the Federal Court of Australia based in Melbourne.  These agencies contributed in kind by reviewing drafts of the content to ensure accuracy and balance to avoid the need for corrections later in its development.  This additional consultation and input has helped to ensure the resource is accurate and reliable, but inevitably made the process of development slower than originally anticipated.

Limited support was available from the project mentor, because of time problems but also because of his location in Perth while the project was being developed in Melbourne.

The proof of concept stage of the project proved difficult; the first submission failed, and the second would have been in danger of failing without the support and patience of National Toolbox project management staff.  The problem appears to relate to the difficulty the development team was having with understanding exactly what was required for the proof of concept.    At this stage, the development team was still debating whether it would be more useful to produce a general resource about native title, or a tool to assist learners with understanding the complex processes around the native title determination process  and to develop skills necessary in being able to work in the native title system either for Local Government or for any other agency with responsibility for native title matters such as Native Title Representative Bodies. The latter course was chosen.  It was deemed necessary to make this decision before settling on a platform and learning design.  Proof of concept, however, required evidence of the learning design.  This matter was resolved with the help of National Toolbox project management staff, and the proof of concept was eventually accepted.

The biggest issue for the team was how to make the content accessible. They acknowledge that the Toolbox contains a great deal of text; in their opinion, this was unavoidable given the complexity of the material, and the absolute necessity for explaining the terminology precisely.

Overall, the team found the experience of working with the Indigenous Reference Group and creating the resource rewarding.  Two important issues were raised by the Reference Group which are as yet unresolved, though discussion continues with National Toolbox project management staff.

The first is the question of maintenance of the content.  The common law recognising native title in Australia is still developing and the Federal and High Courts will continue to make decisions that will shift the boundaries.  The Indigenous Reference Group raised concerns about how the resource would be maintained to sustain its currency and relevance.  ANTA funding is available to maintain the operation of the resource for one year, but no funding appears to have been identified to maintain its content.  The level of interest already apparent indicates that the Toolbox will be in demand further into the future.  The subject matter is highly volatile, as the courts continue to interpret the current legislation.  Indeed, in recent weeks the High Court has handed down a decision on a case in Western Australia which has had over 100 days of hearings in both the Federal and High Courts and has had a significant impact on the extent to which native title rights and interests are capable of being recognised under the law in Australia.  This decision has already necessitated several changes to the resource even though it is in its final stages of development.  Native title will continue to be a sensitive subject for many years and will require updating at irregular intervals as the Courts make decisions to ensure that it keeps up with developments.  To gain a proper return on its investment, therefore, ANTA will need to allocate sufficient funding from time to time to provide a reasonable lifespan for the Toolbox.

The second, and more difficult, issue relates to security and customisation.  Because of the extreme sensitivity of the material, and the damage which could be caused by improper or ill-advised amendments, the Indigenous Reference Group counselled strongly against allowing it to be customised.  Their view was that it should be housed securely on a central server, and accessed only from there.  They were very ambivalent about making it available on CD-ROM and in a way which would permit corruption of its contents. 

Following negotiations, however, an agreement has been reached with the project team that the materials will be made available on a CD-ROM. It is recognised that it would be impossible to provide total security even from a website. As this product is intended to meet a range of training needs, it will be available for customisation. It was also agreed that a central website will be maintained by the developer, to which users can be referred to for updated materials (when the laws or conditions change). It will also be a central reference point for indigenous communities and those employed in fields related to native title. 

The development team consider that the National Online Product Steering Group should be congratulated for taking on this project, with all its complexities and sensitivities, and for supporting the team during the process. They regard the outcome as very good indeed, largely as a result of the careful deliberations that took place throughout the development period. Even though the project was difficult at times, they value the learning they gained and found the experience very worthwhile.

3.3.2.1 Compliance with tender documents

The Toolbox is a free-standing, platform-independent, browser-based resource (but note the issues relating to security and customisation mentioned above).

It is developed according to current industry standards of accessibility.

A Teaching Guide and Installation Guide will be included when the project is completed.

The design of the Toolbox uses animated graphics to suit those who prefer visual learning, and caters for varied levels of literacy. Detailed resources are included in a library to suit those who wish to pursue denser text-based options.

3.3.3. Compliance with referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies

The extensive participation of and consultation with Indigenous bodies and communities, together with government and judicial bodies, ensure that this Toolbox complies with access and equity requirements.

3.3.4. Summary of learnings

1. Familiarity with Indigenous education matters is essential to ensure the correct composition of an Indigenous Reference Group.

2. The development team must be acceptable to the Indigenous community.

3. Development of Equity Toolboxes is complex and time-consuming, and consideration should be given to additional funding where need exists (in this case, travel costs to bring together the far-flung Reference Group members).

4. Drawing on proven existing content material can form a successful foundation for Toolbox development.

5. Where the Reference Group is willing, it can successfully perform user testing.

6. Issues relating to security and maintenance of this particular resource remain to be resolved.

3.4. Horticulture Toolboxes for Indigenous Students

3.4.1. Project processes and outcomes

This project consists of two components: an augmentation of a Series II Toolbox, undertaken by Kangan Batman Institute of TAFE, and an augmentation of a Series III Toolbox by Challenger TAFE. The objective in both cases was to make the existing Toolboxes better suited to the needs of Indigenous students.

3.4.1.1. Kangan Batman Toolbox

The task was to change aspects such as the visuals and terminology to suit the target audience, while keeping the content and navigation structure. The existing resources were text-based, with no audio. All the instructions on the CD-ROM were in text form. This presentation made the resources unsuitable for varied literacy levels. 

The new resource is entirely available on CD-ROM, while some parts may be accessed via the web. It contains content material and interactive learning activities, together with an audio file to support the text-based instructions. The CD-ROM format is seen to be more portable and accessible, especially in locations where poor communications infrastructure makes Internet access difficult.

The Toolbox was subjected to an extensive process of review by ATSIC, VAEI and Indigenous advisors at Kangan Batman and Challenger Institutes, and trialling by Indigenous people in various locations across the country. The University of Melbourne (Glenormiston Campus) provided additional information. The original intention was to trial with a group of twelve Indigenous students in Melbourne, but the National Reference Group and project advisers pointed out that it would be necessary to trial the materials in a variety of places where Indigenous people practise horticulture.

A challenge therefore was to resolve the inherent contradiction in a ‘national’ project which must cater for a multiplicity of users who do not regard themselves as a single group. It was especially important that Indigenous people should initiate and review the changes. A secondary aim, proposed by a key adviser to the project, the late Kevin Bromley, was to educate future developers of Indigenous on-line education.

The network of contacts of the development team and the Reference Group was used to assemble a list of Indigenous communities to take part in the project. The question of diversity was resolved by associating each competency with a particular community, and illustrating it with reference to that community, while acknowledging that somewhat different conditions might exist elsewhere. An Indigenous person was used (by means of photographs and audio introductions) to introduce each community and location. In each case, consultation and approval took place before photographing each individual, and also before photographing land.

The Reference Group was able to meet only once, because of the cost of bringing them to Melbourne from many locations, but formed a crucial resource in reviewing material, offering contacts, and smoothing the way for the project.

The project manager, who had not previously worked with Indigenous communities, travelled to the various locations and spent time with community members to gain acceptance of the project personnel, aims and methods. Though this was costly and slowed the development, it proved extraordinarily valuable both in terms of gaining credibility for the Toolbox, and professionally and personally for the project manager.

The resulting product is agreed to be of good quality and culturally appropriate. But it is difficult to make a single learning resource suit the needs of the widely disparate Indigenous groups. In some remote communities, literacy levels are such that a standard Certificate II resource is not satisfactory. It is necessary for teachers to incorporate literacy teaching into the program, moving from basic literacy skills to the Certificate level. Many of these groups have a strong sense of their Indigenous identity, so that cultural reinforcement is less important. For southern Indigenous people, however, the question of identity is more difficult, so that cultural reinforcement may be crucial, while levels of literacy may make a Certificate II resource perfectly suitable.

The development team now considers that a better approach might be for ANTA to provide small amounts of funding, together with instructional design and multimedia expertise, to individual communities to develop small, just-in-time resources to suit their own needs. A more generic Indigenous Toolbox could be made available for those for whom it is better suited. If this approach were adopted, some funding might be able to be saved in relation to a generic Toolbox by a less intensive consultation process centred in the southern states, while savings could be applied to the proposed smaller resources.

In general the project proceeded smoothly. The main difficulty was with time: the travel and interaction with communities noted above made the nine-month schedule impossible. National Toolbox project management staff saw the value of the approach, and the promotional activities it incorporated, and were able to grant extra time. An enormous bonus was the advice of Kevin Bromley, who was the author of the principal document guiding the development, Partners in a Learning Culture (ANTA, 2000b), and its accompanying blueprint for implementation (ANTA, 2000c).

All changes to the original Toolbox were documented for the purpose of validation. The technical process was difficult, as the codes behind the original material (developed with Macromedia Director) made the insertion of new codes a complex task. 

The resource Report on the AFL Project to Augment the Horticulture Toolbox for Indigenous Learners: A Guide for VET Practitioners (Ryan & Robertson, 2002), developed by this team, contains excellent advice to developers, including tips on preparing resources with and for Indigenous groups, an account of the development and review process, and details of Indigenous organisations to assist in organising consultations. It will be helpful to future Toolbox developers, and should be drawn to their attention.

3.4.1.2. Challenger Toolbox

This project, based on a Series III Toolbox developed by Challenger, was much smaller in scope, both because of the lower number of curriculum hours involved and because consultation was confined to Western Australia rather than attempting to take place nationally. The customisation was less difficult because the original Toolbox was based on a more open web platform.

The initial intention of this project was to carry out the customisation as a case study to demonstrate the processes now documented in Report on the AFL Project to Augment the Horticulture Toolbox for Indigenous Learners: A Guide for VET Practitioners. Changes in the documentation schedule meant that this was not feasible, and so the customisation took place concurrently. However, the project team kept in touch with the Kangan Batman Project Manager as they worked, and so experiences and learnings were exchanged.

The Challenger team began by asking its Aboriginal Education and Training Consultative Committee to review the original Toolbox, using a reviewer’s guide, to comment on its suitability for Indigenous learners, and suggest what might need to be changed. At the same time, a group of Indigenous learners at the Horticulture campus, who had been using the existing Toolbox, took part in focus sessions to suggest what alterations would be needed to make it more usable for learners. Similar processes took place at Eastern Pilbara College and C. Y. O’Connor College. 

The principal problem with the existing Toolbox was the absence of Indigenous people in supervisory roles. In addition, requests were made for the design to reflect a closer connection with the land, and for more story-telling and audio to augment the text. As with the Kangan Batman development, an Indigenous person was presented to introduce each section, with a photograph, a text introduction and an audio version. Processes were demonstrated by means of slide shows in the original version; again, audio was added for the commentary on these. Icons were changed (for example, ‘The Pergola’ as a title for one section of the Toolbox was replaced with ‘The Meeting Place’), and colours and graphics were altered. Following the reworking, the same consultation groups undertook user testing, with positive results.

This team, too, emphasised the importance of selecting a development team and a Reference Group who are acceptable to the Indigenous community and can adequately ascertain and carry out their requirements. In this case, the Project Coordinator, who was not herself Indigenous, worked extremely closely with Challenger’s Aboriginal Consultant Adviser, and proved herself acceptable by her responsiveness to the cultural issues and processes of the project.

3.4.2. Compliance with tender documents

The products are of a high educational standard. They are technologically based on the Toolboxes of which they form an augmentation. 

The extensive participation of and consultation with Indigenous groups and representatives ensure that the Toolboxes are pedagogically and culturally sound. As noted above, however, the development process brought to light the fact that this type of resource may be of use only to some sections of the Indigenous community.

The Report on the AFL Project to Augment the Horticulture Toolbox for Indigenous Learners: A Guide for VET Practitioners mentioned previously, forms an additional deliverable.

3.4.3. Compliance with referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies

The participation and consultation process referred to above ensures that the Toolbox complies with access and equity policies. The author of ‘Partners in a learning culture’ was an adviser to the project.

3.4.4. Summary of learnings

1. For remote communities where telecommunications infrastructure hinders access to the Internet, it may be more suitable to make the Toolbox available wholly on CD rather than basing it on web resources. 

2. The Indigenous community is not homogeneous but consists of many groups, with a multiplicity of cultures. Rather than a single Toolbox intended to meet all needs, small amounts of money plus instructional design and multimedia expertise could be made available to enable individual communities to develop small, local ‘just-in-time’ resources. A more generic resource could also be developed where a broader (statewide or national) need exists.

3. An Indigenous Reference Group, to be adequately representative, must be drawn from many areas of Australia, and the high cost of bringing members together may require additional funding.

4. It is vital for developers, whether Indigenous or non-Indigenous, to gain acceptance from the Indigenous groups their Toolbox is intended for. Where these groups include remote communities, additional time taken to travel to meet them will be amply rewarded by smooth running of the project and an acceptable outcome.

5. Report on the AFL Project to Augment the Horticulture Toolbox for Indigenous Learners: A Guide for VET Practitioners, prepared as part of the Horticulture Toolbox augmentation project, should be made available to all developers of Indigenous Toolboxes.

3.5. Basic Skills in the Cybercentre

3.5.1. Project processes and outcomes

This Toolbox is intended to support literacy and numeracy development. It targets persons with minimal literacy and numeracy, and is intended to be used in TAFE, Adult Community Education providers, workplaces and Australian Multicultural English Services (AMES). Because of the nature of the learners, it is expected that the resource will generally be used with some support from a teacher, although it can be used independently. It provides a foundation for the CyberMall resource previously developed by William Angliss Multimedia.

The project has resulted in an attractive and user-friendly product. Considerable difficulties arose, however, in the early stages of the project, leading to a delay in the acceptance of proof of concept and a consequent shortening of the time available for product development. These will be discussed later.

The tender for the project described a CD-ROM and web-based hybrid self-running program, which would assume no computer skills on the part of the user. It would contain hyperlinks to other resources which could be accessed on line, but would form a complete stand-alone resource in itself.  Most of the multimedia content was intended to be housed on the CDROM, thus allowing for large file sizes for the audio and visual support seen as important for the target group. The contract was signed on this basis, but the initial proof of concept was not accepted, and two further versions were prepared, in order to satisfy the requirement of an on-line product.

The process of negotiating acceptance to proceed took up four months of the development time. The end result was a complete change of methodology, with reduced quality of graphics and audio files, and a more linear structure than had been planned.

In effect, the project was begun again from the beginning, with discussion by the team of how to achieve the aims within a much shorter time frame. William Angliss Multimedia, under pressure of time because of the commercial nature of its work, felt the need to make whatever compromises were necessary to complete the job on time. ARIS, on the other hand, believed that learners’ needs should be the first consideration. With these differing points of view, the team worked hard to find a way to get the best possible results within the constraints. The solution was to rationalise the content, and to develop templates for writing which gave the writers a standard method for handing over the content to the developers and which considerably streamlined the process. In mid-August work was still continuing, though the funds had been exhausted in June. Some sacrifices have been made in content and design: the Toolbox has less of the element of fun than had been planned, and does not have the intended style link to the CyberMall, the product to which it was meant to form an introduction. Nevertheless, overall, the team is pleased with it and thinks it will work well, and that it has pushed the boundaries of online development for literacy and numeracy learners. .

The difficulties appear to stem from three main sources:

1. Advice from the Steering Group that they would prefer the product to move towards web delivery, after acceptance of the consortium’s application to develop a predominantly CD-ROM-based hybrid product, and some inconsistencies in communication between National Toolbox project management staff and project team members resulting from this timing.

2. A lack of clarity in the tender brief which allowed the interpretation that hybrid products were permissible.

3. A lack of clarity about the relative roles of the Steering Committee, National Toolbox project management staff, the Reference Group and the project mentor, in particular about who should give authoritative direction to developers.

It should be noted, however, that development team members and National Toolbox project management staff worked hard, co-operatively and with good-will to overcome the problems once they were identified, and have maintained a good relationship.

It would be helpful to future developers if tender documents contained a definition of what is meant by ‘on-line’ in the context of Toolbox development, and in particular whether there is a requirement that all resources are to be available on the web. It would also be helpful to define the roles of the various groups mentioned above more clearly.

A detailed review of the site was carried out by two independent teachers at AMES and Holmesglen TAFE. Trials with groups of students were conducted at AMES’s Broadmeadows and Box Hill operations, and also at Carlton Reading and Writing Neighbourhood House, selected because their students fell within the principal target group, and also because of its experience in on-line literacy teaching.

At Carlton Reading and Writing, the Toolbox (then about 60% complete) was used by a group of students with their teacher. Their literacy was at an intermediate standard; most were migrants. The students were aged from the mid 20s to the mid 50s; the younger members were more confident, but the older members were reasonably confident and had enjoyed their previous experience of on-line lessons. The testing took place over two sessions, a week apart. Their teacher also examined the site at a different time. 

The students found the visuals exciting, and the navigation system easy to follow. Some problems were experienced on small screens, where scrolling was necessary because the whole picture could not be seen. This problem was later rectified. Some changes were recommended relating to the quantity of material on the page, and the quality of sound (with implications for file sizes). Requests were also made for speech to be slower on the sound files.

The teacher also found the Toolbox interesting and useful, and especially appreciated the customisable aspects.

The team have learned much that is useful about the team approach to the project. The templates were an excellent idea and will be used again. They also helped in the process of teamworking with people with whom you are not in physical proximity. Team members valued the way in which activities and approaches were talked through. In a future development, though, they would schedule at least one day a week when the team would work together. The multimedia staff especially appreciate the increased sense of ownership they develop through working together, rather than applying their skills to completed content. 

The user testing was valuable, but in future, the team would involve students from the beginning of the project, and allow more time for trialling.

The orientation day held with all the Equity Toolbox teams had some useful features, in particular the opportunity to meet the other teams. It was suggested, however, that more time to work in detail with groups of like interests would be useful, as would the presence of members of previous development teams who could talk about the problems they had faced and how they had dealt with them.

The team considers that much is still to be learned about how literacy students respond to on-line material, and that more information is needed on how learners and teachers work together. It is clear that they enjoy the higher proportion of visuals to text; but the level and range of computer skills is still unclear. This matter is made more complex because there are many different sub-groups of literacy learners, and conflicting views exist about their characteristics and needs. 

3.5.2. Compliance with tender documents

3.5.2.1. Product utility

The Cybercentre is, in theory, platform independent, but it is recommended in the product and in the Teacher’s Guide that MS Internet Explorer be used because there are some benefits to the user, especially in terms of font sizes and readability.

The product requires the use of both Macromedia Flash and Shockwave.  Links are made available to access the latest players if necessary, and instructions will be included on the CD and the Teacher’s Guide.

3.5.2.2.  Technology standards 

As a matter of policy, William Angliss Multimedia work to accepted industry standards when preparing learning resources.

3.5.2.3. Project deliverables

The product will be available as a model program on the William Angliss website, and available in full on a CD-ROM. A comprehensive Teacher’s Guide will also be available as a pdf file on the CD-ROM.

3.5.2.3. Characteristics of on-line product

The tender brief requires the development team to demonstrate ‘a strong understanding of the target group and of the principles associated with the effective use of on-line modalities’. The membership of the development team and the Reference Group, with long experience in and deep understanding of the literacy field and skills in multimedia development, together with the user testing conducted during the project have ensured that this requirement has been met. 

The design is appealing to the eye, and the topics and presentation are clearly relevant to the needs of adult learners. It succeeds in catering for literacy requirements without being patronising. The navigation system successfully relates to real-life activities and sequences of events. It is a pity that it was impossible to reflect the style of the CyberMall, as originally intended, but this is a minor disappointment rather than an impediment to the Toolbox’s utility.

3.5.3. Compliance with referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies

Built in not bolted on (Bradley, Parker, Perisce, & Thatcher, revised edition 2000) and A new assessment tool (Goulborn & Alexander, 1999) were consulted and complied with in the development of the product.

3.5.4. Summary of learnings

1. Tender documents should contain a clear definition of ‘on-line’: whether the Toolbox is to be completely web based or to what extent other media such as CD-ROM can be used.

2. Tender documents should include instruction on permissible file sizes for audio and other components.

3. Developers should consider the implications of permissible file sizes for their product design at the tender stage.

4. Contract documents should advise development teams of the relative roles and responsibilities of National Toolbox project management staff, the Steering Group, the Reference Group, and the mentor. In particular, a clear statement should be included about who can give authoritative direction.

5. User testing should be incorporated into the development process from its inception.

6. A regular component of face-to-face team working is beneficial to the development.

7. Research is needed about literacy students’ response to on-line resources, taking account of possible differences between the varied sub-groups of literacy learners.

8. The desirable pace of speech on audio files will vary according to the target group; developers should research and take account of this.

9. Pages should be designed so as to fit fully on the screen (taking account of the different screen sizes currently in use) as scrolling may be difficult or confusing for some learners.

10. Many literacy students are confident and positive about on-line learning; developers should cater for a range of levels of computer skill.

3.6. On-line Literacy and Numeracy Resource Centre for Trainers and Assessors

3.6.1. Project process and outcomes 

This product takes the form of a simulated training centre, and is designed for trainers and assessors working with learners at AQF Level II. It can be used either as a teaching resource or as a professional development program. It is targeted to all VET trainers who require some assistance, and especially to the needs of rural and regional trainers and teachers who have no local access to professional development.

This Toolbox was developed by a partnership of Challenger TAFE and WestOne. The impetus for its development came after a search for material to support and provide professional development for teachers of students with literacy needs in access and bridging streams aft AQF Levels I and II failed to find anything suitable. The development team was asked to expand this to cover the VET sector more broadly. This was quickly found greatly to increase the scope of the project, and as a means to contain it, it was decided to confine it to AQF Level II. It was still necessary, however, to increase the range of expertise within the development team to include experience with Training Packages. The Reference Group was selected to represent users across Australia. The involvement of individual members of the group varied according to their location and availability.

Opposing views about literacy matters among Reference Group members meant that it was difficult to obtain consensus. This was exacerbated by a lack of definition of the role of the Reference Group. 

During the course of development, the project moved some distance away from the original concept. The national focus of the project meant that differing objectives around the country needed to be satisfied, while the problem-based approach which was not based on a curriculum (no curriculum being available) caused heated debate in the early stages. The necessity of incorporating factors related to Training Packages was a further complication.

These problems were solved by the development team, but at the cost of much hard work and stress. All Equity Toolbox developments are clearly resource intensive; it seems likely that the care required in laying the foundations may be especially demanding in the literacy field, and justify an additional time allowance. The development team suggested that it might be beneficial for the National Toolbox project management team to have a closer involvement with the team in the early stages while resolution is found of the different points of view which must be settled. Their assistance in working out a manageable scope for the project would also be appreciated.

The development team worked together extremely well. The content developers were allocated to the project part time (one day a week or so), and this caused some frustration for the instructional design and multimedia specialists, who would have benefited from the availability of more content at an earlier stage; but it had a countervailing advantage in that they were able to try out ideas on their students during the development. Their advice to future developers, however, is to ensure that content developers are allocated at least half time to the project. They also suggested that the content developers should spend some time brainstorming in a group at the beginning of the project, before proceeding to their individual tasks.

In addition to formal professional development activities on subjects such as literacy and numeracy and e-moderating, members of the team learned a great deal from each other and their experience during the project. They found it of great benefit to be working together in the same room, so that ideas could be exchanged and working relationships of trust and confidence could be formed. Support was also given by staff outside the team, in the disability and indigenous areas. A member of the Reference Group on the Challenger staff provided crucial advice and moral support to the team and especially to the project manager.

A literacy and numeracy officer from the National Toolbox project management staff acted as a mentor to the team, and was found to be very helpful. The increased participation of a person of this kind with credibility in the literacy and numeracy field, as an activity recognised in their job description, would be of help in navigating through some of the difficulties, the team considered, but they recognised that this would have resourcing implications for ANTA.

User testers were drawn from the team’s contacts in the Western Australian CGEA network (but located across the country). They included experienced and new teachers, and teachers in remote locations. They were provided with a reviewer’s guide. The responses were extremely varied in nature, reflecting the variety of their teaching situations, locations and personal preferences, and their degree of familiarity with the technology. Most were satisfied with the content; some made suggestions about design aspects such as the navigation, and these were acted upon as far as possible, bearing in mind that some contradictory responses were received.

The team were very aware that they were relying on the good will of busy people in this activity. In a future development, they would consider formalising the role further and allocating resources. Like other developers, they recommend starting user testing early in the development, as the detailed information it provides is useful in preventing problems as well as picking up errors.

Challenger is good at recognising the professional development benefits to be gained from participation in projects such as Toolbox development. It sees such projects as an effective way of broadening horizons, extending capability and encouraging people to modify and update their teaching methods.

Though members of the team admitted to exhaustion and high stress levels during the project, they all recognised the value of the learning they had gained, and were glad to have taken part in it.

3.6.2. Compliance with tender documents

The research underpinning the development, together with the expertise and experience of the developers and user testers, should ensure that the product is acceptable to its target audience of teachers and trainers working with adult learners at AQF II level. Other teachers and trainers may also find it useful. It can be used as an integrated program or drawn upon as needed. While the Reference Group was not unanimous in supporting the approach taken (as discussed previously), substantial support was received.

The technical aspects of the resource were designed to comply with current industry standards.

Project deliverables are available as specified in the tender brief. 

The Toolbox takes the form of a simulated training centre, with visual design based on a mixture of photographs and graphics.

3.6.3. Compliance with referenced guidance documents and national access and equity policies

Built-In – Not Bolted on and A New Assessment Tool were consulted and complied with in the development of the product.

3.6.4. Summary of learnings

1. The time allowed for developing Equity Toolboxes should reflect their resource-intensive nature; this may be further extended in the literacy field to allow for consultations and negotiations to satisfy the variety of conflicting educational perspectives.

2. Project managers of literacy Toolboxes may need additional support from the National Toolbox project management team in charting a course among these varied perspectives.

3. Where changes to the project concept occur after the contract is signed, the National Toolbox project management team should work with the project team to agree on a manageable scope for the project.

4. The role of National Toolbox project management staff members in mentoring project teams is valuable, and should be strengthened and suitably resourced.

5. The entire project team should spend some time working as a group before proceeding to individual tasks.

6. Content developers should have a sufficient time allocation to feed content to the instructional designers and multimedia staff as they need it.
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

Evaluation of Equity Toolboxes: Developers’ Focus Groups

The focus group to which you have been invited is part of the evaluation of six Equity Toolboxes. The purpose of the evaluation is to gather together what has been learned by developers and (where applicable) trial participants, and to use this information to provide guidance for developers of future projects.

The main means of gathering data will be a focus group for each project. The focus group will take up to two hours. The discussion will be informal, but will attempt to cover the following topics.

1. Tender process and project establishment

· Was the tender documentation, including the project brief, clear and comprehensive?

· Was the process of tendering clear and helpful? 

· Were there any reference documents available to assist you in developing your Toolbox proposal to a level suitable for the tender application? How helpful were these references?

2. Development process

· How did you go about developing your Toolbox? (How was the team selected, who was involved outside the developing organisation, what was the process of development? How did you consult with stakeholders?)

· What went well and not so well during the development? What made the process easy or difficult for you?

· Were there any critical incidents which affected the development process? Did you change direction at any time? Were there any unexpected events?

· What would you do in the same way if you developed another Toolbox? What would you do differently?

· Was the team composition appropriate and adequate? What were the strengths and weaknesses of the development team? What professional development activities were required to enhance the skills of the team members?

· What sources of support (external to the team) were used? E.g. mentors, technical experts, online and print resources. In what ways did this support assist the Toolbox development process?  

3. User testing (if applicable)

· Who was involved in user testing? How were they selected? What were they asked to do?

· What responses were received from user testing and what use was made of the responses? In particular, what learning was gathered about usability, delivery strategies and customisation of the Toolbox?

· Did any issues arise in relation to locating, contacting and working with users?

4. Access and equity issues

· What access and equity issues emerged during development and user testing?

· Were these specific to the user group your Toolbox targets, or more generally applicable?

· How did you approach these issues, and would you approach them the same way in future Toolbox development?

· Were there any issues you were unable to deal with?

5. Advice to future Toolbox developers

· Do you have any tips for future developers that would help them to develop Toolboxes of excellent quality, or that would make the development process run more smoothly?

· Are there any other matters you would like to raise?

Thank you for your participation in the focus group. If you would like to raise any questions or bring any other matters to my attention, I can be contacted as follows:

Phoebe Palmieri 
Tel: 03 9499 7213
Fax: 03 9497 3585
E-mail: p.palmieri@a1.com.au

Appendix 2: List of consultations

	TruVision

Project manager

Project partner representative

Multimedia specialists  

(Focus group, 13 August 2002)
	The World of Work

Project manager

(Interview and e-mail correspondence)

	Native Title

Indigenous Reference Group members (at Reference Group meeting, 5 August 2002)

Project manager

Content developer

Multimedia specialist  

(Interviews and e-mail correspondence) 
	Horticulture Toolboxes for Indigenous Students

Project managers

Indigenous community adviser

(Interviews and e-mail correspondence)  

	Introduction to the Cybercentre

Project manager

Content developer

Multimedia specialist

User tester

(Focus group 19 August 2002)
	On-line literacy and numeracy resource centre for trainers and assessors

Project manager

Reference group member

Content developers 

Multimedia specialists

(Focus group 13 August 2002)
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AUSTRALIAN FLEXIBLE LEARNING FRAMEWORK





Managed by the Flexible Learning Advisory Group on behalf of all States and Territories in conjunction with ANTA





An initiative within the Australian Flexible Learning Framework for the National Vocational Education and Training System 2000 – 2004.











� The New Economy Index, Progressive Policy Institute, URL: www.ppionline.org


� ‘Universal design is the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design.’ � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Mace, 1997)�





� Native Title Representative Bodies are appointed by the Federal Minister with responsibility for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander matters to represent the interests of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people on native title matters.  They are usually Aboriginal land councils or legal aid organisations and there are currently 17 of them covering most of Australia.


� An Indigenous Reference Group was formed to assist the development team with ensuring the cultural appropriateness of the resource for Indigenous learners.  The Reference Group comprised only Indigenous people they were drawn from Native Title Representative Bodies, Local Government, ATSIC’s Land Rights and Native Title Branch and the Australian Indigenous Training Advisory Board.  
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