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collaborative planning on projects (Webb, et al. 2004). Our research evidence is that where this rubric is 
in place transformation of practices which include ICTs is achievable. Figure 1 provides a summary of the 
conceptual dynamic underlying our E-Learning workplace approach and related post-graduate 
accreditation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 1: Diagrammatic representation of the University of Tasmania’s Graduate Certificate in E-Learning 
(50% component of a Masters degree) 

 
2. The Professional Learning Cycle 
 

Our thinking regarding success factors in professional learning has been heavily influenced by the princi-
ples of Action Learning (Zuber-Skerritt, 2003). Action Learning provides a process strategy for organisa-
tional change with a heavy reliance on collaboratively setting goals and sharing purposes from the outset. 
Our research now shows (Webb, et al., 2004) that the first step to success in Action Learning projects is 
to gain a commitment in favour of change from the key decision making people in the organisation. Cru-
cial for effective and lasting change to occur our holistic approach seeks representation from manage-
ment, ICT support staff, middle and low ranking personnel. Working in small groups this strategy provides 
a voice for strategically placed organisational groups.  
 The Action Learning model works on a professional learning cycle approach (see Figure 2) that 
emphasises the need for the ongoing development of communities of practice (Wenger, 2002).  
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Fig. 2: The Professional Learning Cycle (based on the principles of Action Research) 
 

In practical terms once the organisational group has been identified for the professional 
learning purpose there is a series of planned meetings to identify needs and decide a focus, 
prepare a plan of action, implement, monitor, and review the outcomes. Where time permits the 
cycle is repeated often with more clarity for all parties and greater success because of the new 
found shared focus of understanding. The important aspect of the approach is that the projects 
are contextually specific. The ownership of the process and outcomes in this approach lie firmly 
with the practitioners concerned. At each step, the roles, responsibilities and tasks change 
according to the intentions, opportunities and capacities of the group. Management of the cycle 
is shared and collaboration allows for customisation to meet the needs of particular learners. 
The results include greater knowledge of, and access to, available knowledge resources.  
 In many ways the process is one of knowledge management rather than simply training 
and skill development. Leadership is focussed on facilitation rather than direction. The following 
provides a brief analysis of the major beliefs underlying our approach. 
Focusing the professional learning 
The engagement of the learning group and focusing the learning intentions relies on:  
• Being informed about the cultural and historical factors in relation to the members of the group; that is 

their knowledge, interests, experiences, and concerns. This knowledge is essential for developing 
rsesponses that are meaningful for members of the group.  

• Contributing to their individual success as professional learners and their success as a learning 
group.  

• Situating the learning task in such a way that participants are 'novices' and 'experts' with respect to 
different components of the task  

Continuous improvement of professional practices 
A cycle is continuous. Professional learning is aimed at improving professional practices through introduc-
ing new practices, and making previous practices easier and/or more effective. Figure 2 represents a 
process for the continuous improvement of professional practices. In short, the professional learning cycle 
has four steps: Learn, Do, Study, Act  
Step 1 - LEARN (in collaboration with others) 

• Clarify the focus of the learning (ICT & professional practices)  
• Create/identify opportunity (engage with learning group, sources)  
• Learn about ICT: concepts, operation, intended uses, case studies etc 
• Plan trial use 
• Action plan: actions, resources, timelines, support, products, experiences 

Step 2 – DO (in collaboration with others) 
• Make arrangements  
• Carry out plan  
• Observe -Gain insights into the activity -> technology, experience, knowledge, products... 

Step 3 - STUDY (in collaboration with others) 
• Practices: intentions, expectations, experiences, responses,  
• Patterns:  matches, mismatches, gaps, extensions, complementary... 

Step 4 – ACT (in collaboration with others) 
• Act on practices: 
• Refine and enhance existing practices  
• Create and develop new practices  
• Integrate (embed) new or improved  
• Reduce or replace less effective practices 
• Extend use of effective practices and transfer to new contexts  

 
3. Professional Learning as an Activity System  
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The other theoretical underpinning of our approach is Activity Theory. Professional learning and the use of 
ICT in workplace practices, are forms of activity, and hence may be considered in terms of Activity Theory 
that can be understood as activity systems (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki-Gitai, 1999). Activity sys-
tems may be used to examine the interaction between tools and artifacts, rules, the division of effort, and 
the extended community as the subject engages in an activity with an intended object (see Figure 3). The 
activity system model can be used to summarise some of the findings of our Professional Learning / Ac-
tion Research projects.  
 

 
 

Fig. 3: Professional Learning as an Activity System. 
 

This model is useful for bringing together a wide range of information about the factors that impact on the 
activity. Some of the significant ideas are that: 

• In order to achieve our decided outcomes it is necessary to produce certain 'objects' which may 
include such things as knowledge, experiences and actual physical products. Some products 
such as processes or arrangements may not be physical.  

• The human activity is typically mediated by the tools used and artefacts that are considered in 
relation to the activities, for example, policy documents and facilities. 

• The activity is also mediated by the community in which the activity is being carried out. The 
community may oppose or support the activity, it may facilitate or impede access to resources.  

• In addition the community may support or impose rules on the people, groups or organisations 
that are undertaking the activity or grant them discretion in their activities. There may also be 
'rules' about the kind of products, knowledge and experiences that will be approved or 
acceptable, access to tools and artefacts and who is permitted to do which aspects of the 
activity. 

• To the extent that it is engaged with the community the subject may share responsibility with 
community for the achievement of the object.  

 
Development of the system from an activity system perspective involves understanding the cultural and 
historic factors that have resulted in the present situation; clarifying the current 'disturbances' in the 
current form of the system - aspects that are poorly aligned, inadequate, in opposition, and then working 
to resolve these issues. 
 

4. Formalising the Process – Accreditation  
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Reflecting the conceptual framework set out in Figure 1, there are three specific objectives of the 
Graduate Certificate of E-Learning. Upon completion of the course students will be able to: 
• Design, develop and manage the application of e-learning tools, 
• Apply appropriate web based management systems to the relevant knowledge content, and 
• Develop authentic pedagogical responses for specific teaching and learning contexts. 
 

While e-learning requires the contributions of education, computing and information systems it is a world-
wide phenomenon that each of these disciplines tends to approach e-learning from its own perspective. 
This results in wasteful duplication and inefficiency in developing improved practices and limits the 
contribution of each field to the others. A second outcome of these discipline-based initiatives is that the 
developments in one field are often not readily nor easily available to practitioners in other disciplines. 

Many trainers and teachers in industry and commerce and at all levels of education are still reluctant 
to engage with e-learning because (from their perspective) the tools are not well matched to the required 
pedagogies, and the required supporting systems have not been well developed. The lack of coherence 
frequently means that problems are misdiagnosed and poorly solved, if at all. The costs of ongoing and 
unresolved difficulties with e-learning are experienced most acutely in the interactions between 
teachers/trainers and learners.  

Using our stepped approach for professional learning we require participants to work simultaneously 
on knowledge acquisition, management approaches and a pedagogical approach that embeds the 
learning in their organisaitonal context. Aimed at reality based solutions or alignment of purposes, 
processes and pruducts, the final part of the process is a negotiated action research project. The 
requirement of this project is that it fully embraces the organisational culture and actively contributes to 
changing existing practices. Importantly, the process aims to induce changes that are sustainable and 
likely to provide a model for ongoing professional learning and development .   

In brief, our capacity building model for transforming e-learning organisational responses for lasting 
change relies on developing a sense of work-place ownership by the people who are engaged in the 
process at the time. In this sense our research outcomes, and recommendations for professional learning 
and formal accreditation can attain alignment. The model applies is transferable to diverse workplace 
settings. 
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