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What is work integrated learning; What is workplace training and workplace assessment? While the terms are contemporary and portray something that is new in the world of pedagogy, the reality is that the practice of work integrated learning has its origins from many many years ago.

Since ancient times learning-on-the-job has served as a reliable and authentic way of learning. The masons of Egyptian times, the Masonic orders of the middle ages and the craft guilds of older England employed a style of work integrated learning as a method of transferring knowledge and skills to the oncoming generation of workers. The notion of work integrated learning has enabled workers over millennia to learn while in the work context, to try out their skills under the tutelage of relevant and ethical masters of their craft.
Most recently work integrated learning has seen the training and education of nurses, carpenters, apprentices and cadets in the workplace within a context which ensures the learner is embedded within the learning environment. From the learner’s aspect there are a number of advantages relating to learning in the workplace and these include association with relevant and current practices; engagement with workers and experts in the field; utilisation and practice on machinery and equipment that is employed with the field and within that industry; and most important ‘real world’ interactions that are difficult, if not impossible, to replicate in institutions of learning.

Why is work place learning important within the Latrobe Valley? Currently regional Australia is challenged because its population’s participation rates in tertiary education is less than that of those in the metropolitan areas. Whilst 1.7million Australians participate in vocational education in Australia the numbers of regional Australians continues to be less than those in the metropolitan regions. We must ask ourselves, how do we increase those numbers of participating learners from regional Australia? If we look at the statistics from NCVER we are able to gain an immediate picture that highlights the positiveness of learning in an applied environment.

We might therefore conclude that to increase the level of participation in learning by regional Australians, one of the ways will be to encourage learning by immersing potential students in the workplace. A side example here or course is that there are many courses which are offered by TAFE that have, as a requirement, workplace delivery as an integral component of the pedagogical process.

While workplace learning has been integral to the TAFE delivery for many years, the rapidly and increasingly intuitive models of e-technologies (i.e. smart phones, video conferencing, pod casting etc.) have made the accessibility to information, learning materials, pertinent documentation much more easy.  It is no longer difficult for students in the workplace to gain information through internet, SMS and telephonic instruments.
The development and introduction of e-technology tools has been a boon to workplace delivery! With wireless technologies students are no longer reliant upon cables and plugs! With smart phones and ipods (or similar) students can be in quiet remote locations and still be connected to their coach, mentor, instructor or lecturer.

Typically, the student involved in work integrated learning spends the largest proportion of their learning time working and studying; gaining understanding through the practical application of their learning; converting the conceptional theories to applied learning; and working with the employer to continually test their applied knowledge and skills.

To ensure the smooth transition of learning, the lecturer structures a learning plan that is a mixture of digitally delivered information (i.e. short iphone videos, text, questionnaires and quizzes) which is ‘facilitated self paced’ interspersed with visits by the lecturer and short intensive periods of instruction. Each learning plan is designed to exploit availability of the student's resources, the capacity of the employer to mentor and the pace of learning desired by the student.
Work integrated learning puts the learning back into the hands of the student; it puts the onus of learning on the student. But more importantly it brings contextualisation to the student’s learning and it provides a link between learning and employment.

Work integrated learning in the Latrobe Valley has proven to be a vehicle to motivate and to encourage learning; it has enabled students to engage in learning in a positive and proactive way.
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