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Abstract: 

Many universities are developing flexible learning infrastructure and strategies to offer students greater choice in the pace and place of their study. The investments of time and money being directed towards courseware development for flexible delivery are very significant. However it is difficult to measure and monitor the extent to which these investments are actually delivering their intended outcomes. It is hard to assess the effectiveness of the strategies that have been adopted and often difficult to communicate them clearly to staff across the institution. This paper looks at how the return on investment of a university's flexible delivery strategy can be analysed and evaluated at the program level. It describes a Return on Investment Toolset which incorporates a Balanced Scorecard approach, and illustrates how this can be used as the basis on which to develop a series of leading and lagging indicators to help keep a focus on the strategy and estimate the return on investment taking account of both the financial and non-financial outcomes that the institution is seeking. The approach also provides an effective communication tool.
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Introduction

As a strategy to increase participation in higher education many universities are developing a flexible learning infrastructure and institutional strategic plans focus on lifelong learning and offering students greater choice in the pace and place of their study. This requires that significant  investments of time and money be made in IT infrastructure, staff development, and the production of  courseware for online delivery. Such moves to create an e-learning environment require major change initiatives. However it is difficult to measure and monitor the extent to which these investments are actually delivering their intended outcomes or to assess the effectiveness of the strategies that have been adopted and often challenging to communicate them clearly to staff across the institution. This paper looks at how the return on investment of a university's flexible delivery strategy can be analysed and evaluated at the program level. It describes a Return on Investment Toolset which incorporates a Balanced Scorecard, and illustrates how this can be used as the basis on which to develop a series of indicators to help keep a focus on the strategy and estimate the return on investment taking account of both the financial and non-financial outcomes that the institution is seeking. 

E-Learning at RMIT University

RMIT University is based in Melbourne, where it has three main campuses and a technology estate. Almost 55,000 students and 3,300 staff work and study at RMIT University. It is proud of its multicultural heritage and the rich, active campus life available to students, staff and local communities. RMIT is a leading exporter of Australian education and offers hundreds of courses in Melbourne and overseas. Its seven faculties encompass a wide range of academic departments and more than 20 research centres and institutes. RMIT is committed to equal opportunity, racial tolerance and cultural diversity and ethical behaviour and its activities are guided by the 'triple bottom line' of environmental, social and financial sustainability. The University is active in working through its plans "to build a strong teaching and learning environment/culture through changing course architecture and product development and enhancement that recognises flexibility in course design, delivery and teaching processes which make full use of new converging technologies". Underpinning this key institutional strategy are a number of related strategies relating to staff, and infrastructure. 

The University is concerned to ensure that all Information Technology (IT) investments are effectively directed towards the achievement of its Strategic Plan.  The primary driver for IT investment and planning in relation to programs and courses is the RMIT Teaching and Learning Strategy which includes as one of its key operational priorities: "to introduce cost-effective flexible learning modes using a range of educational technologies which expand students' learning opportunities and encourage staff to become facilitators of learning." The success of  the University's e-learning strategies will ultimately be measured by the value this represents to its students and enterprise clients.  This involves utilising technology to provide a better quality and more cost effective service to students, enterprise clients, and to the community at large, and the redirection of staff effort into more value-adding activities.  This is a University-wide undertaking that is sensitive to the varied needs of the diverse discipline areas across all faculties and it must achieve a degree of involvement and engagement by staff in a manner unparalleled by past experience. It is critical that management is confident that, over time, it is achieving its intended aims and that the strategies it has put in place are delivering the expected outcomes for students, staff and for the university's bottom line. Considerable effort has therefore been put into developing tools and techniques, which assist in monitoring progress, and the Balanced Scorecard has proved a useful approach.

Balanced scorecards

Balanced scorecards are strategic management tools that help evaluate performance and encourage good planning. Traditional financial measures - if used alone -  are often insufficient performance measures in higher education as success is more appropriately measured across a range of values, including, but not limited to finance. Quality is effectively defined as fitness for purpose. When we are addressing the purposes of a range of stakeholders we need to adopt a performance measurement technique that can reflect the needs of various groups. The balanced scorecard offers a simple method for articulating strategy to staff and students and then monitoring progress toward the university's goals. The scorecard can be used to define the university's long-term strategy in terms of specific, measurable goals simultaneously in different areas of management (financial returns, values of students and other clients, effectiveness of internal services and processes, and learning and growth within the organisation). It can also be effectively applied at the program level.

The Return on Investment (RoI) Toolset

Determining the business case for renewing courses for flexible delivery is important. However, all such analyses ought to be firmly set within an educational framework to ensure that the quality of the students’ learning experiences is maintained and enhanced as well as ensuring that our investment decisions lead to growth in our business revenues. 
 The decisions will involve considerable investment of staff time and university funding and impact on the financial viability of the department hosting the course. The main steps in such an appraisal process are described below together with a brief example of how each section might be completed and a checklist of questions to make sure the required areas have been covered. The RMIT RoI Toolset comprises 6 steps in making business decisions about flexible delivery and monitoring progress towards the achievement of the planned goals. It includes an example at each of the steps of the types of response that might be provided and targets that might be set. These set out how we will demonstrate our performance to date (lagging indicators) and envision future success (leading indicators). The RoI Toolset incorporates a Costs of Delivery Modelling Tool. A sample Balanced Scorecard is provided which indicates how leading and lagging performance indicators can be combined to provide departments with a simple means to monitor progress towards the agreed goals. 

RoI Step 1: Identify the need or problem and define the objectives

Step 1 in determining the overall Return on Investment is where we have to state, in broad terms, who needs to learn what, and why they need to learn it. In the example used in this paper we are using an imaginary program about regional development. The University is going through a process to assess whether there will be return on its investment in developing this program for off shore delivery. We need to ensure we can describe the target intake to the program, the students’ learning needs and the purpose of the program.
Example: RMIT is concerned to ensure that it makes a good impact in South East Asia. (SEA). Regional development is high on the national and the local agenda. RMIT has a thriving department of Regional Development but most of its work has been done in regional Victoria. The Chinese government has recently identified a severe shortage of regional development experts. It has therefore been decided to develop a Masters program in Regional Development for off-shore delivery to China and other countries in the region. Our target is 50 applications for admission from qualified applicants in SEA in the first year of offering (leading indicator).

RoI Step 2: Consider the strategic context and relationship to the University’s strategic priorities
Now we have to describe how this proposal aligns with RMIT’s current priorities. These include courses with high student numbers, opportunities for re-purposing materials, good potential for commercialisation especially off shore, high likelihood of significant fee for service, significant global market share, strong global competitive positioning, clear alignment to RMIT’s mission, and a strong community service element. At the same time RMIT seeks to take account of student interests including ensuring that our graduates are highly employable, courses are in high demand, improving completion and retention rates and equity target performance, providing opportunities for work integrated learning, and internationalisation of the curriculum.

Example: The aim of this proposal is to teach a Masters program in Regional Development oriented to students in South East Asia, and China in particular. The external strategic context is clear and this is also consistent with many aspects of RMIT strategy and current priorities. There is strong demand for the course from students already in related employment and it is planned to place significant emphasis on work-integrated learning as a component in the internationalisation and contextualisation of the course materials. Our aim is to have at least 10 repeat employers assist students to enrol on the course by second year of offering (lagging indicator); at least 100 enrolments from Singapore and China and Vietnam by 2001 (lagging indicator).

RoI Step 3: Identify the options

At this stage we now state what is the content, what learning activities the course will be expected to provide, and, in broad terms, the facilities or services needed to carry out these activities. We have to consider a range of options and try to be open-minded in rethinking teaching and changing organisational aspects. Checks can be done by asking: Has a sufficiently wide range of options been considered? Is the teaching and learning requirement clearly defined? Have realistic procurement options been appraised such as buy in of content, use of consultant writers etc?

Example: Monthly intensive workshops in Shanghai looked promising until staff analysed the life style of potential students – the region is too dispersed and potential students have too far to travel. Attending once each semester in Melbourne and online workplace based delivery looked possible. However there are problems in funds available to support staff travel in typical regional development units in China. Online courses were not popular with staff until the department negotiated a suitable package including a feature that teaching hours online at home would be carefully recorded and fully recognised thus leaving staff more time for research. Online work based learning was considered in some detail with the assistance of an educational designer who suggested that the course is constructed to be experience and evidence based concentrating on the kind of books and reports such staff have to master anyway and using online discussion over the Internet. In the end a combination of a single annual intensive workshop in Shanghai and online work-based delivery has been selected. Much of the core materials in the existing Regional Development program which is delivered in regional Victoria can readily be re-used with some contextualisation. This will also develop staff skills in online delivery which will enable us to develop a new TAFE program for work based delivery and repurpose courses within our undergraduate degree for offering through the Global University Alliance in 2001. Our targets are at least 50% of departmental staff will have  been trained in use of online tools by the end of semester 1 (leading indicator); 8 quality assured courses will be online and in use by  offshore students on the Masters in Regional Development by the end of the year (lagging indicator); 4 courses will be being renewed for online by the end of Semester 1 (leading indicator).

RoI Step 4: Assess outline costs of delivery

At step 4 we state the costs of delivery to students and make explicit any assumptions about staff time and equipment.  We include direct costs and benefits accruing to the department, income streams, running costs, and benefits over the life of the course, and take account of assets already owned. Costs of delivery must be checked in respect of the impact on the department’s financial position and to see if the department can cope with the best and worst case scenarios. Estimate development costs in a broad sense. This will vary depending on how much material is already available and how much new material needs to be developed. The RMIT Costs of Delivery Model is normally  used here and the resulting report forms the basis of this part of the business case at RMIT.

Example: Market research has established that most of the students interested in the course have a PC and access to the Internet at work. These students will incur few regular travel costs or travel time other than for a single annual event. The Costs of Delivery Model indicates that the cash flow will cover the expense involved in a staff member making a single extended trip to Shanghai once a year. Quite a lot of the online work is planned to be oriented to weekends rather than evenings due to the lifestyle of the prospective students. Core staff teaching the course will be loaned a PC to use at home or a laptop to use while travelling and all dial up costs will be borne by RMIT. Our financial target is that the Cost of Delivery modelling must indicate that development costs can be fully recovered within 2 years (leading indicator); projected cost of delivery must be supported by Activity Based Costing data from department within 5% (lagging indicator); we must also be seeing repeat business coming from the growing reputation of the course. Our target is 10 repeat employers assisting students to enrol on the course by the second year of offering (lagging indicator).

RoI Step 5: Present the conclusions

Now we are ready to state a preferred solution and show it is viable. It should appraise benefits that can be valued, benefits that can be measured in some other way, and benefits that cannot be measured at all in conventional terms. It should make an initial assessment of affordability. Some of the examples which show the proposal has been thoroughly considered might include an estimate of how many students have good internet connections, how effective new teaching and learning methods have been shown to be, how well our internal organisation will cope with 24x7 demands and the educational effectiveness of “novelty” ideas such as streaming video. We have to check that the results of the appraisal report are set out clearly in a logical order and with all relevant assumptions made clear, the  costs and benefits have been clearly established, the analysis shows the effects of risks and the influence of sensitivities, and the overall financial impact is clear.

Example: Development costs for multimedia material would be a large fraction of the departmental content development budget and it is considered too risky to use the funds in this way for a new course. Also the level of expertise of staff is still relatively low and it is felt that considerable use of multimedia might delay the completion date for the project. External experts will be brought in from other areas of RMIT to do the course web design and train staff to teach online. Provided course enrolments are as predicted this start up cost can be absorbed. Experience shows that the course material goes out of date fairly quickly and the budget assumes 25% of the course material will be rewritten each year.

The non-financial benefits of the course are seen as:

a) Contributing to RMIT’s involvement with SEA

b) Pushing forward the University’s lifelong learning agenda

c) Increasing fee for service revenues

d) Maintaining the University’s reputation for real word research since the department’s research expertise can now be deployed in the service to the regions.

e) Developing staff capability to provide students with high quality online learning

The department hopes  it will have 4 staff with DLS online courses cited as University exemplars by the end of the year; Student satisfaction with online learning should show 60% are very satisfied (leading indicator);  Graduates’ satisfaction with the program should show 85% are very satisfied (lagging indicator).
RoI Step 6: Monitoring progress

The Balanced Scorecard will assist departments to monitor the achievement of their gaols in renewing courses for flexible delivery. We need to ensure we include four perspectives of the balanced scorecard namely 

· Staff

· Educational products and services 

· Student service and satisfaction

· Financial effectiveness, efficiency and cash flow

By setting out the “story” about the flexible learning project in a manner which links the various perspectives of the Balanced Scorecard we can set out our assumptions and then ensure our evaluation tests their validity as the business development goes ahead.

Every “story” about flexible learning projects will have a common underlying logic:

If we increase the capability of our staff

Then they will be able to make improvements to the learning experiences
Then satisfaction and success rates of students will improve

Then we will have a positive impact on our finances

	Balanced Scorecard Perspectives
	Cause and effect relationships 

	Staff learning and growth
	When teachers and academics understand how to determine the business case for which courses to deliver online, how to plan and facilitate learning experiences integrating flexible delivery, and how to use the DLS tools then …..

	this drives

	Innovations in internal services/business processes at which we must excel to improve student satisfaction
	Our ability to plan and deliver learning experiences which develop the required generic capabilities in a national and international context then …

	this drives

	Student satisfaction
	Our students satisfaction with studying at RMIT and they will recommend RMIT to their friends.

Employers will be satisfied with RMIT graduates and they will be readily employable then ….

	this drives

	Financial and economic return on investment results from the other drivers
	RMIT’s ability to attract more students in a wider range of on and off shore markets and therefore increases revenues




Targets have been established for each activity. This is how we will demonstrate our performance to date (lagging indicators) and by appropriate measures envision future success (leading indicators). We must provide evidence (data) on which to measure our progress and these indicators must allow us to measure both success and sustainability. The targets can be integrated into a Balanced Scorecard to assist departments to check progress in achieving their goals.

Example: A Balanced Scorecard for Masters in Regional Development 

	Perspectives
	Indicators

	Staff Learning and growth
	Number of departmental staff trained in use of online tools: Target 50% by end of semester 1 

Number of staff with DLS online courses cited as University exemplars: Target 4 by end of year

	Innovations in internal services/business processes
	Number of courses being renewed for online delivery to students on Masters in Regional Development: Target 4 by end of semester 1

Number of quality assured courses in DLS in use by students on Masters in Regional Development: Target 8 by end of year

	Students/employers


	Student satisfaction with online learning: Target 60% very satisfied 

Number of applications for admission from qualified applicants: Target 50 applications form SEA in first year of offering 

Graduates’ satisfaction with the program: Target 85% very satisfied

Growth in offshore student numbers: Target at least 100 admissions from Singapore and China and Vietnam by 2001

	Financial return on investment/ sustainability


	Development costs must be recovered within 2 years: Target 40% cost recovery by end of 1st  year

Number of repeat employers assisting students to enrol on the course: Target 10 by second year of offering

Department activity based costing data must validate financial projections to within 5%: Target actual cost data corresponds to costing estimates within 5% by end of first year


Conclusions

Research shows that many organizations encounter serious difficulties when implementing strategy. The experience at RMIT indicates that managing strategy is fundamentally different from managing operations. For managing operations the budget serves as a planning and control system. It defines the resources, which will be allocated to departments each year. During the year cost centre managers review operating performance against the budget, identify variances, and take corrective action where necessary.  However, in RMIT as in most organization, the overall budget bears little resemblance to the University’s flexible delivery strategy so it is all too easy for management attention to be directed at short-term operational details rather than long tern strategy. The strategy focused management system, which is being adopted at RMIT surrounding our flexible delivery strategy for teaching and learning provides a new framework for reporting. It makes explicit the hypotheses underpinning our strategy, and allows us to be more analytical as we examine and test these hypotheses with the information from the balanced scorecard feedback system. This approach assists managers to develop new strategic insights and work as teams to interpret the data. In selecting our flexible delivery strategy as the area in which this approach was first developed related to how important this initiative was as a major change process in the University and how important it is seen to be to assess effectively the return on investment of time and money. This helped us to communicate the vision for change and to empower faculties and staff to devise new ways of doing their teaching to help the University accomplish its strategic objectives and bring delight to our students.
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