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1 Executive Summary
This document is a final report of an evaluation of the usage of Toolbox Series 2 online learning products. The review was commissioned by TAFE NSW and conducted during 2001 by Access Testing Centre. The report describes how the Toolboxes are being used in a sample of public and private Registered Training Organisations (RTOs), and identifies benefits, issues and obstacles to their effective use.  The objective of the report, as outlined in detail in the methodology section, is to determine improvements for future Toolbox development, both as a product and in their implementation and deployment into a training organisation.

The evaluation process has included face-to-face meetings with stakeholder and experts, telephone interviews with teachers, face-to-face meetings with representatives from a selection of RTOs, some student feedback, an email survey of non-purchasers, and a fax survey of participating RTOs.

The sample for the evaluation included 40 field-testing programs (selected from 65 expressions of interest), in 39 RTOs (6 Private and 34 Public). It includes feedback from 49 non-purchasers from a large population, and over 45 teachers using 12 different Toolboxes.

The report draws together the experiences of the various groups with the sample of Toolboxes. It describes features of individual Toolboxes, categorises and analyses issues associated with technical, organisational, pedagogical, design, and deployment of all the Toolboxes, and provides an overview of the context into which they are being marketed.

Seven success models have been identified and their implementations described in some detail. This data was gathered by interview and has helped to accurately identify contextual conditions that influence the success of a Toolbox implementation. It became clear from an analysis of these success models that critical factors to success included institutional support at a classroom level, a technically well-contained implementation appropriate to the available support, and the enthusiasm of the individual teachers.

Many of the issues uncovered in the evaluation corresponded with general issues associated with the implementation of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) assisted instruction. These are predominantly issues of integration - that is, providing teachers with the necessary skills and time to successfully incorporate technology into their delivery of the curriculum. These problems relate to the changed nature of the teacher/student interaction, the IT infrastructure, and teacher’s lack of training or lack of time to devote to implementation of, or familiarisation with, the Toolbox.

The Toolboxes currently represent best practice in online development as stand-alone products, and their development has clearly been according to a well-articulated and principled process. The form of their delivery, as a set of disaggregated files of interactive content, supports their use as flexible learning resources much in the same way that teachers deploy other resources such as textbooks, the Web, newspaper articles and so forth.

While the development of the Toolboxes has focused on a principled process in their construction, and testing at end-user and technical level was undertaken, there appears to have been less consideration given to their deployment into the teaching and learning environment, as evidenced by the slow rate of integration.  Adopting a new teaching medium, for some RTOs, requires significant guidance and technical assistance. In this review, there appeared to be limited opportunities and unclear avenues for RTOs to share experiences and knowledge in the use of particular Toolboxes, to gain technical assistance, or obtain orientation in the use of the Toolboxes.

The evaluation recognises that an e-learning environment is not useful without a context that is defined by the facilitator, students, IT infrastructure, and the support materials that surround it. In a sense the deployment of the “product” by both teacher and teaching personnel, is an integral component of the product itself. This problem is largely due to the “product” concept of the Toolboxes. This is clearly evident in the manner in which their development does not continue into their deployment into an individual context.

Toolboxes also appear to suffer from an assumption that there is in fact one style or template for a Toolbox that will meet all needs. To some extent it has been recognised that the Toolbox and its success cannot be separated from the environment into which it is deployed – and hence the inbuilt modifiability in their designs. The success of specific Toolboxes cannot be gauged by looking at them in isolation, and this needs to be more explicitly recognised in the design process.  However, for teachers to treat Toolboxes as a modifiable learning resource they require some familiarity with the content in them, experience in using ICT, and time and support to incorporate the use of them into their delivery of the curriculum. Organisations also require more time and a planning framework for the implementation. 

Overall, the success of the Toolboxes varied greatly, and this was reflected in the depth of the implementations, which in itself is a measure of the success of the Toolbox program. However, it should be noted that many RTOs were not ready to proceed with a large implementation such as one that replaces face-to-face teaching or one that is delivered through a Learner Management System (LMS). As an initial experience, they had used the Toolbox in a more conservative manner, such as an additional learning resource, in order to become familiar with its contents and assess how it may be used effectively. We can expect that the depth and breadth of the implementations to increase as teachers become familiar with the content and the instructional potential of a Toolbox. They also need time to integrate Toolbox use into their programs. Deployment will evolve from experimental Toolbox use as an additional learning resource to a mainstream integrated replacement for other forms of delivery.

The critical elements that contributed to individual successful implementations included the Toolbox itself, how it was implemented, and the often enthusiastic and energetic staff that drove the project. Firstly, in order for a Toolbox to be used at all, the technical barriers in its implementation had to be overcome – those RTOs that could not solve technical issues, such as those associated with firewalls, could not proceed with any real implementation.  Those that found the initial installation and orientation difficult rarely proceeded to the full field-test, emphasising the importance of positive early experiences with Toolboxes. Secondly, Toolboxes were judged primarily on their content – they were seen as teaching resources. In order for them to be valued, the teachers involved had to have a positive view of the learning activities, and judged the Toolbox against other, competing resources. Those Toolboxes that covered areas where there were few other resources tended to be held in higher regard. Thirdly, all of the implementations that attained any significant measure of success had one or more enthusiast teachers at the core – reinforcing the well-known premise that it is ultimately the class teacher who will make the use of ICT work. Lastly, for many RTOs, the real value of a Toolbox would not be known until it was used in a ‘trial mode’ – and accordingly we have every reason to expect that the implementations of the successful Toolboxes will be larger in the future.

The teachers in the study uniformly reported that their motivation for Toolbox use was predominantly one of providing their students with new learning experiences. In turn the student feedback was largely positive, although somewhat limited in this review. Toolboxes were seen to promote independent learning in students, open new markets for RTOs, and challenge teachers in the delivery of their subject matter. There was a strong view that they represented new and modern approaches to education and would challenge traditional organisational structures built around current delivery methods.

Non-purchasers usually reported more than one important reason in deciding not to purchase a Series 2 Toolbox.  The most important factors appear to be whether the Toolbox suits the teaching/learning environment and whether the content is appropriate. A majority of respondents to the non-purchaser survey indicated they would consider purchasing a new series Toolbox.  In many cases, their actual decision would be influenced by factors such as quality, cost and relevance.

2 Key Recommendations

In terms of this report offering an insight into what form future online product (such as Series 4 Toolboxes) should take, or how it should be developed, there are a number of recommendations relating to the product, its development, and the deployment and use of it.

2.1 Product Orientation

Toolbox marketing should provide clarity about the contents, use and value of the product to allow potential purchasers to more easily assess the product for use in their organisation. Toolboxes that are purchased require better and more accessible support documentation, particularly in the form of paper-based materials that orient the user to aspects of their installation and use. This should include minimum technical specifications, content overviews, and suggestions about using them in a teaching and learning setting.

2.2 Professional Development

Stakeholders should ensure an equal emphasis on supporting users of Toolboxes and on their professional development in using ICT, as currently exists on the creation of online product. Closer and more explicit links between initiatives in Toolbox development and staff professional development will greatly assist in the successful use of the Toolboxes. Professional development initiatives and ongoing support in deployment are vitally important for the success of the Toolbox program. This may be achieved through mentoring of staff by those more experienced in using ICT, time release for staff and clarity over professional development benefits and other.

2.3 Flexibility of product

The format of the Toolbox Series 2, as teaching and learning resources to be delivered in online form, exist somewhere on a continuum between highly structured materials that are ready for immediate use, and adaptable resources that may be modified to suit individual students, teachers and contexts. At this stage there does not appear to be any evidence that they are neither too structured nor too flexible. What needs to be recognized is that Toolboxes at either end of this continuum may be required to meet the training requirement, depending on the users and their context of use. Open and more flexible learning environments that focus on learner interactions are likely to suit experienced learners in more advanced courses, while stepwise instruction presented in a more structured form may suit inexperienced learners in introductory courses. Positioning of the Toolbox along the continuum will result from sound instructional design processes in development.

2.4 Trial as a component of development

There is a clear perception that Toolboxes are being marketed as finished products which are largely self-supporting when in fact additional work in integration and deployment is required. Toolboxes that have not met quality assurance guidelines and have not been successfully field-tested within a RTO should not be offered as finished products – they will serve to degrade the perceived quality of all Toolbox offerings.  Quality assurance processes should be explicit in development and Toolboxes should not be marketed as final versions until these criteria have been satisfied. A conscious trial of each Toolbox within an RTO not involved in development before general release is recommended.

2.5 User Centred Design as a component of quality assurance

While the development process was overall very sound and based on best practice in online learning, it should specifically include a user centred methodology in which end-users of the online product, both students and teachers who are not directly involved in the writing of content, are involved in giving feedback on initial designs. The purpose of this review is to take into account issues of workflow, culture, support and expertise, and other issues that affect integration.

2.6 Marketing of Toolboxes

There is a clear need to develop a strategic approach to the marketing and promotion of the Toolboxes. This will lead to better management of their deployment, promoting specific Toolboxes to those RTOs that are most likely to use them, and then providing the RTOs with an appropriate level of customer support during their purchase, and in their initial installation, at both a technical and an organisational level. 
2.7 Mechanisms for RTOs to share expertise and resources

Initiatives through which teachers and technical support staff can share information and experiences should be developed and promoted. The Toolbox Champion Project is an initiative that will address this to some extent. A website supporting the use of certain Toolboxes will allow users to collaborate and share knowledge and ideas about technical and pedagogical issues in its use.

2.8 Mechanisms to feedback design issues

There should be an explicit means through which issues regarding the usability and usage of the ‘finished’ Toolboxes can be fed back from teachers on an ongoing basis (and not just in an external evaluation such as this) to inform future designs of particular Toolboxes. Many of the RTOs in the sample were able and willing to offer input to the Toolbox, they could point out errors or comment in constructive ways. However, most were uncertain about the mechanisms available to offer such feedback.
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