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Regional training centre home to innovative flexible learning 

You’d never know it’s there. It’s a beige building under a stand of eucalypts in a stretch of houses in a regional town partway between Melbourne and Sydney. But inside, a small training revolution is taking place. 

The East Gippsland Aboriginal CDEP in Bairnsdale is a hothouse of innovative vocational learning. The centre uses Flexible Learning Toolboxes, online resources developed by the Australian Flexible Learning Framework, to motivate learners who have been let down by conventional teaching practices. 

These learners are participants in the Community Development Employment Program (CDEP), a program that helps Indigenous people make the transition from work experience to paid employment. Some are as young as 15.

“Our students have had bad experiences at schools, TAFES – at anything they’ve tried,” says Student Support Officer and Trainer Sue Mullett. “It’s hard to engage them back into learning.” 

“We sit them down and find out what their needs are, what they’re interested in, then get them going on a Toolbox straight away.”

The high-powered graphics and interactive format of the Toolboxes stimulate these learners, who often have low literacy and numeracy, in a way that text-heavy books simply never did. The learners have rarely had access to quality training that responds creatively to their needs like this.

In the classroom learners explore the Toolboxes at their own pace, without fear of judgment, explains Sue. If they don’t know a word, they search the glossary and find it themselves. 

Sue stands by to contextualise the activities. Learners constantly talk through the Toolboxes with each other, effectively working on their communication skills. Their computer skills improve without them even noticing.

This is fully self-paced learning where learners take their training into their own hands, and their skills grow in an easy, unforced way.

Because they are based in real-world skills – in courses such as horticulture and building with topics such as fencing, hanging doors, and ride-on vehicles – Toolboxes are a real introduction to work. 

If a learner comes in and wants to join, say, the CDEP building work crew, Sue starts them off on the Building and Construction Toolbox. The learners find out very quickly if they’re interested or not. Starting with the Toolbox also makes sure learners have the right safety information before they go out in the field.

Learners in the work crews come back to the Toolboxes regularly to do a quick refresher on how to do that pre-start engine check or how to manoeuvre that Bobcat.

“We get outcomes because we don’t rush things.” explains Sue. “We’re prepared to say ‘Stop. Hold on. This isn’t working. How can we change it to suit our students? We’re flexible. That’s how the Toolboxes work and that’s how we work.’” 

This innovative model of flexible learning is broadening the learning opportunities of the entire community. Everyone gets to have a say about the teaching and learning in the centre. Trainers don’t do anything without the approval of the centre’s board of management, the Indigenous community and its elders. 

At the moment Sue Mullett is the centre’s only Indigenous trainer. Although with seven Indigenous students undertaking a Certificate IV in Workplace Training and Assessment, using the Online Literacy and Numeracy Resource Centre for Trainers and Assessors Toolbox and the Workplace Training & Assessment Toolbox, this is set to change.

With a parents’ program and a childcare space planned, all members of the Indigenous community will be encouraged to come in, sit down, have a cuppa, and get some learning going. 

The East Gippsland Aboriginal CDEP Training Centre is already brimming with energy. When it gets its Registered Training Organisation (RTO) status later this year, this unassuming regional training centre will come alive as a community centre of learning. 

Toolboxes are a cost-effective way of accessing high-quality, flexible e-learning resources. Over seventy titles are currently available. 

To find out more, including which training packages and qualifications the Toolboxes support, visit flexiblelearning.net.au/toolbox. To buy your Toolboxes, which are around $400 each, visit www.atpl.net.au. 
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