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1.0 Introduction

In the current unpredictable economic environment, e-learning is increasingly being adopted as a training solution by business, industry and the vocational education and training (VET) sector.
 E-learning is enabling VET organisations to meet growing demands from learners for more flexible options for learning and for more engaging learning programs.

E-learning is providing learners with:

· greater choice and control over when and where learning and assessment occurs

· increased opportunities for workplace learning  
· a richer learning experience, including more engaging tools for learning and greater collaboration in learning.
New educationally relevant technologies are continually emerging and being adopted as teaching and training tools in VET, including:

· digital gaming technologies (such as Wiis, Playstations and the Nintendo DS) are creating a more memorable learning experience
· social networking sites (such as YouTube, Facebook and Twitter) are facilitating the sharing of knowledge, experience and learning resources
· online virtual worlds are enabling learners to experiment and explore activities, interact with their teachers, trainers and peers, and review their actions and experiences in a safe environment

· mobile learning (m-learning), using devices such as mobile phones and PDAs (personal digital assistants), is enabling learners to complete engaging and interactive learning activities, and record and submit photographic and video evidence of their competency for assessment, anywhere and anytime.
The national training system’s e-learning strategy, the Australian Flexible Learning Framework (Framework),
 is supporting the VET sector to respond to and manage these new e-learning challenges and opportunities. The current 2008-2011 Framework Strategy
 builds on the national investment to date in essential e-learning infrastructure. Its focus is on embedding e-learning in VET providers, business and industry.
The Framework is led and managed by the Flexible Learning Advisory Group (FLAG),
 an advisory group of the National Senior Officials Committee (NSOC) which provides advice on strategic directions in flexible delivery, with particular reference to e-learning. FLAG is also responsible for providing advice on VET sector perspectives to the Australian Information and Communication Technology in Education Committee (AICTEC). 
This paper outlines key infrastructure issues for VET CEOs, policy makers and organisations looking to support the adoption of emerging technologies for teaching and learning, and highlights some key Framework resources to support practitioners in meeting the challenges of embedding emerging technologies in the delivery of VET. 
2.0 Opportunities and challenges for VET infrastructure

In order to use emerging technologies to their full potential, the VET sector must ensure there is a strong underpinning infrastructure on which emerging e-learning technologies can be based.
 To achieve this, the VET sector needs to respond effectively to the following opportunities and challenges:
2.1
Broadband quality and coverage
The quest for adequate bandwidth to support e-learning has been a major concern in recent years. The Australian Government’s announcement in April 2009, of the allocation of $81.9 million over two years to create a Vocational Education Broadband Network (VEN), to complement the National Broadband Network (NBN) for homes and businesses, has provided a significant new opportunity to extend e-learning services. 
The VEN will provide high bandwidth network access to enable the use of interactive 
e-learning materials, virtual classrooms and real time access to content collections for TAFEs and learners. It will support collaboration across the VET sector and deliver a range of significant benefits including increased flexibility in the place and pace of learning, speedy access to resources no matter where they are located and greater collaboration on resource sharing between institutions.
2.2
Cross-sectoral trust relationships
Trust networks are being established in the national and international higher education sector, through the work of the Australian Access Federation.
 This Federation uses cutting edge technologies to automatically provide a range of authentication services so that information and resources can be securely shared between higher education organisations. 
The Framework, through the E-standards for Training business activity,
 is currently exploring the uses of the trust federation concept for VET purposes, and will be pursuing cross-sectoral approaches where appropriate.
2.3
Network access and firewalls
For effective adoption of e-learning in VET organisations, it is important to find a balance in computer network management between security and access. Lack of access has an immediate impact on the opportunities open to learners, and longer term consequences in that teachers and trainers (particularly those new to e-learning), tend to give up on 
e-learning once they confront a barrier in accessing a tool or resource.  
The Framework has developed and maintains the VET Teacher E-learning Toolkit
 which specifies the minimum IT functionality required for staff to effectively use e-learning approaches in their teaching and training. An accompanying document, Commonly Used E-learning Applications and Tools in VET,
 provides information to assist network managers provide the relevant access including addressing security concerns. These documents have been submitted to NSOC for agreement on their implementation nationally in the VET sector.
2.4
E-portfolios

E-portfolios are revolutionising the way learners move between work, study and different education sectors, enabling them to create dynamic, engaging, and up-to-date records of their skills and achievements. However, the VET sector faces a number of challenges in mainstreaming e-portfolios, in terms of portability, verification, privacy, ownership, access control, infrastructure, storage, embedding and transition.
FLAG is currently working to gain agreement and support among jurisdictions for a national approach to e-portfolios and has released the VET E-portfolio Roadmap,
 a national strategic plan for addressing the challenges mentioned above, to achieve a coherent national approach.  
2.5
Support for m-learning
Mobile devices are currently supporting teaching and training in the following ways:
· smart phones can capture robust evidence of competence

· mobile devices can hold video material to demonstrate to learners how to undertake practical tasks
· equipped with complementary technologies such as RFIDs (radio frequency identification tags), objects in the physical environment can convey just–in-time information to learners.
 
Continued research
 is required to fully understand where mobile devices add most value to VET, and whether that value is greater for particular learner groups (eg younger learners). In the longer term, policies will be required at the organisational and/or jurisdictional level on the provision, maintenance and purchasing of mobile devices.
2.6
Strategies and tools for mainstreaming e-learning
Many training providers are now developing e-learning strategy plans
 to help e-learning become standard practice in VET. Individual teachers and trainers are using e-learning tools without sophisticated multimedia technical skills. The following section outlines support mechanisms which can help training providers and practitioners to develop their e-learning capacity further. 
3.0 Supporting VET organisations and practitioners in meeting the challenges of emerging technologies

The Framework supports the VET system by offering a range of mostly free e-learning products, resources and support networks which can assist organisations and practitioners to develop e-learning strategies and programs. A sample is outlined below (for more information, go to http://flexiblelearning.net.au): 
Research:

· Innovate and Integrate
 – this resource identifies the key factors which can affect the adoption and use of emerging technologies in VET; including that available time and competing priorities are limiting factors for engaging with e-learning; embedding innovative practice requires diverse strategies and styles; and targeted support is required to implement an innovative practice.
· E-learning Indicators
 – this provides both a national and state and territory analysis and comparison of e-learning uptake, use and impact in VET through the annual national E-learning Benchmarking Survey.

Products:
· LORN
 – an online training resource portal which connects VET providers with free or low-cost learning resources from around the country, through a central online source.
· Flexible Learning Toolboxes
 – the Toolbox collection is made up of more than 100 high quality, cost effective, interactive e-learning and assessment resources.
· ARED
 (Applications for Rapid E-learning Development) – a free resource development tool that helps practitioners easily build their own e-learning resources.
· Learning Design Tool
 – a free online resource which guides you step-by-step through the four essential stages to write high quality, learner-focused course content, and to create your own learning design template.
4.0 The Framework’s role
The Framework is supporting the VET sector to meet the challenges and opportunities of emerging e-learning technologies, in order to keep pace with learners’ expectations for flexible and engaging learning. 
The Framework is undertaking a range of activities to achieve this: 
· High quality interactive e-learning resources are being developed on an ongoing basis.
· National standards
 to underpin e-learning infrastructure have been developed and are updated regularly.
· Research
 is being undertaken to support a national approach to e-portfolios. 
· E-learning Innovations
 funding for e-learning is provided for projects involving partnerships between businesses and training providers; and projects for empowering learners through e-learning. 
· An Industry Integration
 initiative funds and supports industry sectors to develop multi-year plans for integrating e-learning into workforce development. Strong partnerships with training providers is enabling the embedding of e-learning in industry sectors, eg TAFE NSW and the community housing sector; and SkillsTech and the stainless steel industry.
· Advice and support is provided to each jurisdiction to assist with the embedding of e-learning practices.
5.0 For more information:

For more information on the Australian Flexible Learning Framework

Phone: (07) 3307 4700
Fax: (07) 3259 4371
Email: enquiries@flexiblelearning.net.au 

Website: flexiblelearning.net.au
GPO Box 1326
Brisbane QLD 4001
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� The Framework is continuing to undertake m-learning projects and trials – for example, as funded and supported by E-standards for Training (� HYPERLINK "http://e-standards.flexiblelearning.net.au/fundingopportunities/" ��http://e-standards.flexiblelearning.net.au/fundingopportunities/�) and �E-learning Innovations (� HYPERLINK "http://www.flexiblelearning.net.au/content/e-learning-innovations" ��http://www.flexiblelearning.net.au/content/e-learning-innovations�) business activities.
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