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[Kerry Johnson]
Welcome to E-learning Insights.

education network Australia or edna is a collaboration between Australia’s Commonwealth and state 
and territory education departments to help educators tap into the benefits that information and 
communication technology has for teaching and learning.

For educators, the most tangible outcome of this collaboration is the edna web site – located at 
www.edna.edu.au, managed by the not for profit, ministerially-owned company education.au

November 2007 marks the 10th anniversary of edna.  Rather than provide one perspective on the 
journey of this unique initiative – I’m going to share the insights of four of the many, many people who 
have helped to shape edna over the past decade.

Greg Black, the current CEO of education.au first became involved in the fledgling Open Learning 
Technology Corporation in 1993 when he was director general of education in WA.  

[Greg Black]
At this time, state of the art technology in distance learning had three components to it really.  

Firstly, pretty much all the jurisdictions had schools of the air – which was a radio- based and in 
today’s context very primitive but essential service. 

There were also amongst the jurisdictions a fairly rich capability for multimedia content production – 
TV studios and the like in both the Schools and the VET sector.

But what you’d do and I did this regularly – was to create a video - and they were videos in those days 
- and then they’d have to be snail mailed around to people.

But that was the context.  And probably state of the art in distance learning was a fax, a phone, and a 
Commodore computer.  

So, anyway, I mean, the conversation at the time was where to from here? Because there were all 
sorts of noises occurring about the potential connectedness. 

We had on the Open Learning Technology Corporation a number of University people.  And of course 
at the time, universities were already using the internet in a kind of intranet type of fashion. And there 
were some jurisdictions, at least some state governments, that were using a very old intranet kind of 
technologies like the old IBM one that I was using in the 1980s even. So there was some sense that 
there was some real and exciting potential for communications interconnectivity.  

But we really didn’t know what it looked like and we really didn’t have a powerful conversation about 
the impact it would have on education.  So we knew there was potential, but we really didn’t know 
what it was and what it was going to look like.

[Kerry Johnson]
Garry Putland, education.au’s GM of Bus Development agrees the time was ripe for this sort of 
collaboration. 

[Garry Putland]
I think at that time, again, a lot of things happening in the e-learning space.  Probably at that stage we 
were still grappling with whether computers would end up in laboratories or whether they belonged in 
the classroom – funny, I still here those conversations going on today. But there were lots of exciting 
things happening then and it was actually how we going to make the most of the wonderful potential 
technology had to offer.

http://www.edna.edu.au/


[Kerry Johnson]
Gerry White, former CEO of education.au was the director of Catholic Education in 1993.

Ironically, the initiative that is today so successful didn’t get off to a stellar start.

[Gerry White] 
The very first initiative was certainly leveraging the purchase of hardware there’s no doubt about that – 
in fact that was released on the 15th of June 1995.  It was a Commonwealth panel contract and had 
been discussed for two years before it was released.

The interesting thing is that not a lot of computers were sold on the national panel contract so 
everyone argued it was a complete waste of time.

Which wasn’t true because it did something that was quite remarkable. It actually established a set of 
specifications and a basis for national collaboration. It really had a very important function. But it didn’t 
achieve its original goal it achieved other goals that instead of being side effects became on-effects.

The Open Learning Technology Corporation did exist, when I first came into the place my jog to 
reshape it to pick up edna and that’s how education.au was formed.

[Kerry Johnson]
What made you leave Catholic Education to go for this brand new initiative?

[Gerry White] 
The vision, the boldness the excitement, it was something I’d dreamt of for years.  I didn’t think it was 
possible but it seemed obvious that sharing resources and building knowledge on an open basis– just 
was absolutely mind gripping for me.

[Kerry Johnson]
In 2000, Garry Putland came on board to manage the edna web site, at the time it was primarily a 
directory of educational resources.

I asked Garry, for his perspective on the gap was that edna was meant to fill.

[Garry Putland]
From my perspective and at that time, one of the interesting challenges that we had was that edna 
was really about facilitating collaboration.  So it wasn’t the technology that was important, it was really 
the collaboration facilitation around states and territories.  There was this recognition that we were a 
very small country so it wasn’t sensible to duplicate things 8 times around the country, it made more 
sense to do a job well once and then to provide that benefit 8 times.  So I see that as one of the key 
drivers as to why edna was important at that particular point in time.

Kerrie Smith, edna’s Communication Officer, also came on board in 2000.  Kerry delivers 
presentations across the country and is best known for her work in overseeing edna Groups and Lists.

[Kerrie Smith]  
I was the School’s Information Officer for five years, on secondment from the education department at 
the time and went on long service leave. When I came back, I was persuaded to do something else 
because Lynley Clarke had done did such a good job in my absence that it was felt I could be used 
somewhere else.

[Kerry Johnson]
What’s involved in being a Schools Info Officer (and I’m sure you did a fantastic job Kerrie)



[Kerrie Smith]  
A lot of the things were related to selecting resources for school teachers to use, but I was also lucky 
enough to pioneer a few things.  I started the edna for Schools newsletter, the Australian Schools 
calendar.

So there were so things were I was really allowed my own head.  I created the first theme pages for 
example.  So it was basically assisting teachers in finding resources they could use for their own 
professional development/knowledge or they could use in the classroom.

[Kerry Johnson]
In order to grow, edna had to become more than a resources web site. Garry Putland explains.

[Garry Putland]
Lots of people were starting to build their own web sites or portals. And, so edna, which was originally 
a I guess retail shop front, you had to come to us to get our services, had to shift from that because 
other people were providing their own services. 

So one of the very important strategic shifts that I think edna made, around about 2002, was this shift 
from being a retail shop front to a wholesale model.  One of our roles was to do the hard work behind 
the scenes and provide that benefit to the portals that were already out there. 

So it was kind of like what I call the octopus model – it was doing a lot of the work underneath the sea 
but  providing that benefit via to many, many different portals.

[Kerry Johnson]
That the edna web site HAS become an information wholesaler is evident when I asked Kerrie Smith 
how educators make use of it.

[Kerrie Smith]  
There are a lot of people using edna resources that don’t even realise it.  

There are people, for example, who are subscribed to the various newsletters who don’t ever come to 
the edna site.  There are people that see the news headlines on their school site every day or on their 
education department web site every day and don’t realise those headlines are being delivered by 
edna.

There are people who use the RSS feeds to monitor recently added items or resources in a particular 
category who never come into the web site to do anything with it.

On the other hand, there are a whole pile of people who use the search, although you can have the 
search put on your school web page.  But a lot of people who use the search and who also bring their 
own students to the edna site to search for resources.

[Kerry Johnson]
In addition to the information services on offer, edna also provided email discussion lists for use by 
educators.  Then, in March 2005, the free online collaboration spaces known as edna Groups were 
launched. I asked Gerry White why these were added to the edna site.

[Gerry White] 
If you’re a teacher standing up in front of a classroom or a principal running a school, there are two 
things that always come to mind.  

The first is the education resources that you can go and get that are reliable and useful and the 
second thing you’re always trying to do is to provide opportunities for teachers to discuss with one 
another what they’re doing – it actually builds their knowledge in the whole profession of teaching and 
learning.  And that’s what Groups did.  It was fundamentally an essential aspect of education that 
opened up the possibility geographically to talk to like-minded people anywhere.



[Kerry Johnson]
edna’s 10th birthday year has seen enormous growth in the uptake of the edna Groups with more 
than 500 new Groups added to current count of 1200 active ones.  

education.au CEO Greg Black sees these direct services to support educators as vital to what edna 
has to offer.

[Greg Black]
 For me, 2007 has been a bit of a watershed year for a couple of reasons.  The first one is edna 
Groups. If I look back over the last 10 years in the utilisation of ICT in education, we’ve invested a hell 
of a lot in hardware and systems and to an extent professional development it’s true, but it seems to 
me that the thing to me that’s the most limited area where more investment is needed is in supporting 
teachers in classrooms and lecture theatres.

And that support is the pedagogical support.  It’s the teaching techniques and strategies that work and 
are practical and can be applied in a number of settings. We need a lot more investment in that.  But 
how do you do it? That’s an expensive process.  

And I think that the way teachers work and the way teachers learn is to a large extent a function of the 
level of their collaboration with colleagues.  It’s not everything but I think it’s a crucially important area.

The big question now becomes for 2008 and beyond: How can we actually most effectively capture 
that knowledge generation and encourage a lot more of it?  Because the reality is that a lot of that 
work is done after hours, which is a real strain on the people involved.

How can we capture that in such a way and then be able to disseminate in an effective way.  We can 
already see models for that starting to occur like the creation of Wikipedia – why can’t we do that for 
pedagogy? So, for me that’s the big challenge but a very exciting one.

[Kerry Johnson]
When asked why the edna initiative and web site have lasted the distance, former CEO Gerry White 
had no hesitation in replying.

[Gerry White] 
The people that have been involved in it, they are the amazing element that was its success – both in 
DEST, education.au and a number of people in the states and territories.  

I have never seen in my life such a collection of highly intelligent, passionate and dedicated educators 
who really brought this thing off and enthused everybody around the country.  I’ve never seen it 
happen before to that extent and I’ve never seen it sustainable.  So, the whole business of the 
collaboration of the people has been its fundamental platform.
 
[Kerry Johnson]
We’ll end this episode on edna’s 10th anniversary with education.au CEO Greg Black’s reply to my 
question on what he feels the future holds for the education network Australia initiative: 

[Greg Black]
For me it’s pedagogy, pedagogy, pedagogy. And how can we support it? And how can we grow it? 
And how can we develop it. So I see edna and the other work being done by education.au focusing in 
on that issue and that opportunity to assist nationally ways and means of generating effective and new 
pedagogies that utilise technology in effective ways to enhance and hopefully transform learning.



[Kerry Johnson]
You can help us celebrate the 10th birthday of the edna initiative by attending one of our two online 
events on Tuesday, November 27th or by creating a digital story of your e-learning journey over the 
past ten years.

Choose from the relatively resource-friendly Live Classroom session hosted by Kerrie Smith or join 
me, Kerry Johnson, in the immersive online world of Second Life.

For more information, visit the edna web site: www.edna.edu.au/10birthday

http://www.edna.edu.au/10birthday

