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Implications of Toolbox Series 2 Usage Evaluation for 2002

A Response from the National Online Product Steering Group


This paper indicates the actions proposed or under way in response to the report Evaluation of the Usage of Flexible Learning Toolboxes (Series 2).  These actions will be undertaken as part of the Australian Flexible Learning Framework’s Online Product Development, Evaluation and Uptake project in 2002.  Key recommendations are referenced accordingly.

Recommendation 2.1  Product Orientation 

Improve understanding of Toolbox characteristics through better promotion and support documentation 

The report suggests that the nature of the products needs to be clarified for potential users. Plans for 2002 include a substantial focus on improving awareness of the characteristics of Toolboxes.  A “Toolbox Champion” will be operating in each State and Territory whose role is to promote Toolbox usage and assist users to integrate Toolboxes into their teaching program.  Greater referral to the model web sites on the Toolbox web site will be encouraged.  These allow prospective users to access the whole of each Toolbox before deciding to purchase. 

With respect to support documentation, considerable efforts were made to with the Series 2 release to provide adequate documentation.  The Toolbox CD-ROMs are packaged with a CD-sized hard copy booklet that contains technical specifications, initial installation instructions, a list of competencies, Help Desk contact details, and (from Series 3 onwards) the licence conditions.   Each Toolbox is also required to include a detailed installation guide and a teacher’s guide, which are both  provided as files which can be printed  from the CD-ROM.  Some users have found these to be very helpful for ‘unpacking’ the Toolboxes. Most of the teacher’s guides include extensive suggestions for using the Toolbox in a teaching and learning setting.

The findings underpinning Recommendation 2.1 may indicate that some users did not find or have access to these documents.   The widespread use of copied CDs, permitted by the current licence, may mean that the CD booklet information is not passed on with the copies. It is also possible that sometimes the teacher passes the CD on to the IT staff for installation, thus losing access to the support documentation. 

The following actions will be taken:

-
the value of these documents will be stressed on the model web sites and in future publicity.

-
the installation guide and teacher’s guide will be made more prominent on the CD-ROM by placing them in the root directory on the CD. 

· alternative packaging arrangements will be investigated which may present the hard copy materials as a product, with the CD as an accompaniment

· a flyer may be included in the Toolbox package which could be readily circulated to appropriate recipients within an organisation.

It is also intended to review the requirements of information provided in the CD-ROM booklet and the installation and teacher’s guides, with a view to identifying improvements which could align these documents more closely with users’ needs.

Recommendation 2.2  Professional Development 

Align initiatives in professional development with Toolbox use 

Professional development will receive a much stronger focus in this project in 2002.  Strong links have been made during 2001with the LearnScope project, also part of the AFL Framework (see http://www.learnscope.anta.gov.au/).  In 2002, LearnScope guidelines include encouragement for professional development activities which involve the use of Toolboxes.  LearnScope projects are well suited to the unpacking of a Toolbox and for small-scale delivery. 

The new Toolbox Champions initiative (http://flexiblelearning.net.au/toolbox/champions/index.htm) will be providing or sourcing professional development to assist RTOs to address the educational, organisational and technical issues associated with Toolbox usage.  They will be available to the broad range of RTOs in the training system and will have a special focus on supporting LearnScope teams.

It is acknowledged that the broader sweep of professional development, for example general induction to the ICT environment and the development of e-moderating skills, will be outside the Online Product project and remain the responsibility of State and Territory agencies. 

Recommendation 2.3 Flexibility of product 

An appropriate level of flexibility of design should continue to be sought in Toolbox developments

The report finds no evidence that the resources are either too structured or too flexible. Therefore, it is proposed that the current balance between readiness for immediate use and built-in modifiability will be maintained.  There will be continuing encouragement for developers to strive for portable, flexible and customisable products, which can be used in a variety of flexible ways.

This evaluation provided some interesting indicators, although based on limited data, concerning  learners’ responses to the emphasis on providing choices and on the active learning approaches introduced with the Series 2 Toolboxes.  Student comments and teachers’ positive perceptions of student learning  suggest continued support for these approaches in future Toolbox specifications. 

The report notes that varied levels of flexibility are needed by different users and contexts, with greater flexibility more appropriate for mature learners and a more guided approach for inexperienced learners in introductory courses.  Toolbox requirements will continue to support sound instructional design which focuses on addressing learner’s needs, while encouraging learner responsibility.

Recommendation 2.4.  Trial as a component of development 

Quality assurance processes should be explicit in development and products should not be released until conscious trials with disinterested users have been held.

The importance of quality assurance is strongly endorsed.  The following range of measures were commenced for the Series 2 developments and have been refined progressively for each new series:  

· Toolbox specifications (updated for each series) are provided which describe learning and technical  standards required of the products

· An intensive workshop is held with development teams before the project commences, to explore learning approaches, usability and technical requirements.

· Eight weeks into the project, Toolboxes developers are required to submit a Proof of Concept, which is reviewed both for the quality of the learning design and the usability of the interface.  This is a critical checkpoint at which teams are often required to re-submit before approval to proceed is given.  

· Each development team has an online learning specialist as mentor who discusses good design with the team.  

· Reference Groups of ITAB personnel, industrial enterprises, teachers/trainers and other relevant specialists are asked to review the material from a target industry viewpoint and to locate learners for trials.

· The products are independently tested before finalisation: for completeness of the product in terms of contractual requirements; for technical compatibility with various hardware and software configurations; and for editorial proofing of the content. 

Small-scale trials with target learners have always been encouraged as part of the development process and have been pursued in some form by most of the Toolbox developers.  In recognition of the  essential nature of this step, it is intended to strengthen the contractual requirements for user trials during the development period.

However, there are some limits to the extent of trialing and modification which is practical before the release of the products.  The tendering, development, review, testing and production Toolbox cycle is already a lengthy process. Given the strong and immediate demands for useful resources, and the limited life cycle of Training Packages, an additional end-on trialing process could delay the release of the products to an intolerable extent as far as the market is concerned.

Deployment may need to be understood in the context that a period of familiarisation and integrative planning by the users is a necessary step. While the Toolboxes aim to be transferrable, customisable and flexible in a diverse range of contexts and technical environments, it is also likely that unanticipated conditions will occasionally cause initial problems for some users.

The twelve-month warranty provision in the Toolbox contract will be utilised to deal with any issues and problems  encountered during the first year of release.    Where necessary, revised versions of the products will be released and made available at low cost to previous purchasers.

Further support to initial users will be provided through improved help desk provisions, expanded user support aspects on the Toolbox web site and access to Toolbox champions for local support (see comment on Recommendations 2.7 and 2.8)

Recommendation 2.5.  User Centred Design as a component of quality assurance Users outside the development cycle should be involved in testing as a quality assurance component
The report characterises the development processes as generally sound and based on best practice in online learning.  However the need for a stronger component of user centred design is stressed - referring to the need to involve prospective users in commenting on the design at an early stage. .

The proof of concept stage of Toolbox development will place stronger emphasis on receipt of reports of user involvement.  As the resources may be used in a variety of contexts, the tender guidelines for the next Toolbox series will be adjusted to solicit information on an appropriate range of feedback sites. 

Recommendation 2.6  Marketing of Toolboxes 
Develop a strategic approach to the marketing and promotion of Toolboxes
The report notes the need for a more managed approach to deployment and a more strategic approach to the marketing of Toolboxes.  It is anticipated that 2002 will see a more closely coordinated range of publicity and support services for RTOs.

Plans are already in place for a better publicised and coordinated Help Desk  service for initial technical support.  The Help Desk operators will assist with initial installation and technical services.

In addition, deployment support will receive a significant boost through the regional initiatives of the Toolbox Champions.  The Champions’ role will be to provide general Toolbox publicity within their regions and to work with RTOs at a more in-depth level on the educational, organisational and technical issues in using a Toolbox with a cohort of learners.

Further initiatives in strategic marketing will be considered during 2002, including targeted mail-outs, state and territory focused marketing campaigns, articles in the media and launches of specific products to relevant industry and special interest organisations.

Recommendation 2.7  Mechanisms for RTOs to share expertise and resources Mechanisms need to be in place for RTOs to share expertise and resources

The Toolbox Champions will provide a focus in each state and territory for local networks to develop.  

The sharing of ideas nationally about the usage of particular Toolboxes will be facilitated in 2002 by co-ordinating the websites of each Champion and the Toolbox site. 

A web-based focal point to enable users to seek assistance from other users, discuss deployment models and comment on individual Toolboxes will be established.   National user groups relating to particular Toolboxes will be trialed.

Recommendation 2.8.  Mechanisms to feedback design issues 
Mechanisms need to be in place for users to provide feedback on design issues

Help desk facilities are currently being revamped to improve visibility and achieve greater coordination of information flow concerning users’ feedback on Toolboxes.  An expanded user-support site seeking feedback and documenting solutions to particular issues  will be established. The web facility for sharing expertise and resources will assist RTOs in adapting their Toolbox resources for future needs. 

Toolbox developers will themselves be asked for feedback on their experience of using the product at the end of twelve months.

If serious technical errors are identified during the twelve-month warranty period, arrangements will be made for upgrades or patch distribution. Other minor faults or errors may be aggregated for a version 2 at the end of the warranty period. 

The priorities of the national  Online Product Development project have to date been focused on ensuring that new online materials are developed for as many Training Packages as possible. As the Toolboxes are seen as “growing resources”, or starting points for users to create their own online programs, regular updates of the products beyond the twelve-month warranty period, are normally outside the scope of the project.  

Additional Comments on the Evaluation Process

Timing considerations

The timing of the Series 2 evaluation commenced at a time when a number of the products had been very recently released to the public.  A number of the field test sites were at early stages of familiarisation with the product and in many cases comments were confined to immediate deployment issues.

The usage evaluation of series 3 Toolboxes will take place from mid-2002 with products initially released by the end of 2001, allowing many users the opportunity for prior familiarisation and planning.   The change in timing should elicit more information on the use of Toolboxes in more in-depth teaching and learning situations and include more detailed learner feedback. 

Formative evaluation

In 2002, the Series 3 evaluation will be structured to enable communication of  immediate findings on individual products to the national project managers.  This process, together with greater Help Desk accessibility, will allow timely corrections of any misconceptions, incorrect information, technical issues and content blemishes that become apparent from the experiences of users.

The deployment environment

A major thrust of the Series 2 report is to highlight factors in the deployment environment that affect the successful implementation of any ICT assisted learning, including the use of Toolboxes.  Some of these can be addressed by the online product project  (see Product Orientation and Professional Development above), but others such as IT infrastructure, technical support, workplace culture, workload, and some aspects of professional development are beyond its scope.  These issues are part of the wider considerations of the Flexible Learning Advisory Group in promoting an integrated approach through the Australian Flexible Learning Framework .
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