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The cohort of young people who engage in learning through the Australian vocational 
education and training (VET) sector is a highly diverse one. It includes young people 
whose successful achievement and attainment may be compromised by a wide range of 
circumstances including geographic remoteness, socioeconomic disadvantage, disability 
or being a new arrival from a non-English speaking country.  
 
These young people face a heightened risk of disengagement from learning.  
This in turn makes them vulnerable to a host of negative outcomes including 
unemployment, lower levels of income, reduced health and wellbeing and limited choices 
and options across the life course. 
 
The continued emergence of new information and communication technology (ICT) 
represents an important opportunity to engage or re-engage these young learners.  
 
The use of ICT for personal purposes is now commonplace for almost all young people in 
Australia, even those young people facing considerable levels of disadvantage. The use of 
new technologies is also becoming more prevalent and commonplace within VET – and 
with good reason.  
 
Research shows that the creative and strategic use of ICT can help to engage young 
VET learners and improve their learning outcomes. 
 
It also shows that the potential of ICT to do so is not being fully realised.  
A new research project by The Foundation for Young Australians (FYA) and the Inspire 
Foundation, commissioned by the Australian Flexible Learning Framework (Framework), 
has built upon previous research to investigate how young people experience the use of 
ICT for learning purposes and what they, their teachers and trainers and other key players 
in the VET sector believe still needs to be done to maximise this usage and the many 
benefits it can bring. 
 
This report conveys the findings of the research project. It describes current trends in the 
use of technology for the engagement of young learners within the VET sector. It also 
identifies and explores some of the barriers and critical success factors in realising the 
potential of this technology, and concludes with a set of recommendations for future policy 
and practice. 
 
The research conducted for this project confirms that the issue of disengagement 
continues to affect young VET learners and to make them vulnerable to not achieving 
expected outcomes as a result of this disengagement. It also confirms that the pattern of 
ICT use by teachers and trainers within the VET sector remains highly uneven. There is an 
immense variability in the levels of skill, knowledge and comfort among VET practitioners 
in relation to ICT usage. While some practitioners are experimenting with technology or 
using it in confident and inventive ways to boost the engagement and achievement of 
young learners, many others are using it in limited or tokenistic ways that underuse its 
potential. This limited usage is the result of a number of factors: 
 

 lack of exposure to effective practice and models of practice 
 

 lack of professional learning to build the ICT skills required for its confident use 
 

 lack of access to suitable, efficient and up-to-date equipment and applications 
 

 professional environment that does not make the use of technology a 
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compulsory part of teaching practice or preparation 
 

 lack of adequate technical support and assistance 
 
This uneven usage by practitioners stands in strong contrast to the usage of technology by 
young people.  
 
While there is a strong pattern of unequal access to ICT among young learners, broad 
assumptions and generalisations about young people’s technological access and ease of 
use must be avoided. Nevertheless, even those young people who are typically most at 
risk of disengagement from learning expect ICT to play an integral role within their daily 
lives.  
 
They also expect it to play an integral role in their learning. Young learners want and 
expect flexible and engaging learning environments that effectively use ICT. 
 
 
An environment of this kind is communicative and inclusive. It features a high degree of 
collaborative learning, interactive content, as well as interactivity among learners and 
between learners and practitioners. It also connects learners to the world beyond the 
classroom or conventional learning settings. It pays attention to individual learner needs, 
values and interests and ensures that the content and mode of learning is relevant to 
learners’ lives. It enables learners to build on their existing skills, reflect on their own 
learning and become self-regulated and self-directed. This kind of learning environment 
has been shown to have a direct and positive effect on the engagement and retention of 
young learners. 
 
 
In too many instances, however, young VET learners experience an environment in which 
technology is used in limited ways. 
  
They are unable to rely upon the provision of appropriate technology by their educational 
organisations. They also describe a significant gap between their own digital literacy and 
technological proficiency and that of their teachers and trainers. 
 
There is a clear need for strategies that can address these gaps and barriers. At the 
same time, technology in itself is not sufficient to ensure the engagement of young 
learners.  
Too much emphasis on technology-led approaches can take attention away from the need 
to provide quality learning that includes quality teaching, quality content and positive, 
trusting relationships between young learners and their teachers or trainers. 
 
Many of these strategies need to be led or supported at the level of organisational 
leadership and policy. One of the most frequently cited obstacles to the effective and 
creative use of ICT for the engagement of young learners in the VET sector is the lack of 
endorsement and support from leadership. This may take the form of inadequate funding 
or resources for ICT equipment, applications or spaces.  
 
It may also take the form of organisational policies that work against the kind of 
learning environments required for effective ICT use.  
 
This points to an organisational or sectoral culture and climate that is out of touch with the 
realities of young learners’ experience and preferred (and diverse) learning styles. 
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The findings of this research project indicate that certain conditions are required to realise 
the potential that technology represents for the engagement of young learners. 
These include a more flexible and responsive policy environment that allows practitioners 
to tailor the use of technology to the needs of young learners, the provision of appropriate 
infrastructure and skills to support practitioners and young learners, and the promotion of a 
learner-centred pedagogy across the VET sector. 
 
The following recommendations arise from these findings: 
 
1. In order to be effective in the VET sector, ICT should be used to promote a 
tailored and learner-centred pedagogy based upon the current use of technology by 
young people 
A one-size-fits-all approach will not be successful in engaging young learners, nor will the 
simple transfer of written content online. The multimedia and interactive functions of web 
2.0 must be fully used, along with the emerging practices made possible by smart phones 
and mobile technology. Relevance and convenience of content is crucial for engagement. 
Blended delivery (e.g. via face-to-face and online media) is ideal. 
 
2. Effective implementation of ICT in the VET sector relies upon strong endorsement 
from organisational leaders  
In particular, rigid organisational policies and codes of conduct must be reviewed to 
facilitate the effective use of ICT for learning across the sector in flexible ways. 
 
3. Substantial investment is required to build the capacity of VET practitioners to 
use ICT with confidence  
Staff must have ongoing professional development to equip them with current technical 
skills and to support them in understanding the role of ICT in young people’s everyday 
lives.  
Only practical, sustained examples that demonstrate real results will serve to convince 
practitioners to change and/or improve their practice.  
 
4. Organisational and system VET policies cannot assume equality of access, nor 
can they assume uniform levels of competency in ICT 
Learning policies should be developed with input from young people and be based upon 
principles of diversity and flexibility, bearing in mind the caution that “policy does not 
deliver practice” 
Online training for remote youth might be considered, along with improved ICT access at 
community centres or learning hubs. Equipment hire systems should be considered, along 
with centralised IT support systems that are open 24 hours a day and 7 days a week. 
 
5. Further research is required and must be undertaken collaboratively with 
policymakers, practitioners and young people 
While CISCO  has already flagged the emergence of Education 3.0 as the new paradigm of 
21st century learning (2007), there is still a marked lack of reliable and original research 
and evaluation evidence in relation to the use of social or interactive technologies in 
pedagogy. Further research must build on the work of the Framework, which was 
launched as an e-learning strategy specifically for the VET sector and has funded 
hundreds of E-learning Innovations projects to inform and model good practice. 
 
............ 
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What do we mean by disengagement? 
 
Learners who are engaged feel that they belong in the learning environment. They have 
good relationships with their teachers and with other learners. They participate in learning 
activities and they value learning and the outcomes it can bring them.  
By contrast, disengaged learners may feel alienated or isolated within the learning 
environment. This may show itself in passivity or lowered effort, lowered achievement, 
disruptive behaviour, withdrawal, poor attendance or, ultimately, early leaving. 
 
ICT is a broad term that includes technological devices (such as computer software and 
hardware), related communication practices (such as social networking, emailing, game-
playing) and the relationships that develop through the use of technology.   
 
 
ICT also encompasses applications of technology including the internet, mobile phones, 
gaming, assistive technologies, digital photography, music and media production. 
 
 
Research shows that these new technologies play an integral role in young people’s lives. 
Their capacity for interactivity combined with the vast range of information available 
through them are constantly changing the way young people access information, learn 
and interact. This applies equally to young people who are marginalised and disengaged. 
New technologies, where available, provide these young people with access to 
information, social connection and social support as well as opportunities to create and 
publish content that matters to them.  
 
Emerging evidence from this and other recent research also suggests that the use of ICT 
may have a significant impact on the education and training outcomes of disengaged 
young learners. Integrated appropriately into a VET learning program, new technologies 
have the potential to: 
 
 
 

 Support disengaged young people to develop essential 21st century digital skills, 
including the computer literacy skills required for success in the workforce 
 

 Support disengaged young people to develop employability skills as stipulated by the 
Australian Government, including communication, problem solving, initiative and 
enterprise, planning and organising, self-management, and self-directed learning 
 

 Connect groups of young people across learning sites nationwide in collaborative 
activities that build their skills and give them a feeling of shared educational success. 
 

 Provide personalised learning programs that meet the needs of disengaged young 
people and can be delivered and accessed anytime and anywhere 
 

 Reach and engage disengaged young people in relevant learning experiences, 
including culturally relevant experiences 
 

 Provide structures, such as peer support models and practitioner-learner links, to 
support disengaged young people to continue their learning journey 


