
SOARING ON THE WINDS OF CHANGE

Setting the Scene for Change

In 1997 TAFE Queensland was operating in a highly turbulent VET environment, nationally and internationally, with the major themes being globalisation and technological advancement. Discontinuous change characterised the external environment. The internal environment was characterised by decreasing direct funding, limited market knowledge and reliance on conventional products and delivery. 

In response to this, the TAFE Queensland Executive and Senior Officers of the Department of Training and Industrial Relations conducted a series of workshops to produce a document that outlined TAFE Queensland’s strategic vision: Strategy 21 – Creating our Future. Strategy 21 was based on the tenet that core capabilities could only be achieved through a dramatic increase in the use of technologies and enhanced service delivery through the Internet.

A TAFE Queensland Taskforce undertook extensive research, both traditional and on-line and published “Markets, Products and Delivery 2001” in late 1997. This document provided an overview of a futures scenario as dictated by the current trends and opinions of educationalists, industry bodies, researchers and market analysts. It concluded that “tomorrow’s society will be a society which invests in knowledge, a society of teaching and learning in which each individual will build up his or her own qualification. In other words a learning society” (European Commission, 1996).

“Markets, Products and Delivery 2001” while providing a practical response for TAFE Queensland to these trends, concluded that TAFE Queensland needed an organisational structure that was capable of promoting flexibility in every aspect of its operation, also made certain predictions about TAFE Queensland, and their clients, in the year 2001.

In the year 2001 it is exciting to re-visit these predictions!  

Acknowledging the Need for Change

In 1997 it was predicted that in the year 2001 TAFE Queensland would be a leading provider of total quality training services. It was also predicted that the learner would be the central focus of all the delivery options and TAFE Queensland would have a culture based on the principles of a knowledge managed organisation. 

There were also several predictions specific to TAFE clients who researchers believed would:

· Have just-in-time training requirements and require just-what-is-needed interventions

· Come from a broad spectrum of the global community and be technologically literate

· Enrol in response to demand driven lifelong learning

· Require regional, geographic and demographic application of services

· Come from or join a fluid working environment and demand flexible learning through a variety of modes including technology based methods

· Have the ability to pay for training and expect quality products and services 

· Be more sophisticated and knowledgeable, and demand specialised training.

According to Warner (1997) at the time there was a preoccupation with costs and TAFE Queensland had a limited technology capability. Teaching and learning were still primarily teacher focussed while researchers predicted that the demand for a combination of client driven approaches with new learning technologies would increase.
Therefore to cater to these “new age” clients TAFE Queensland needed to put in place the infrastructure, business processes and products and services to allow them to:

· Receive relevant information through the use of push technology

· Enroll and pay on-line

· Access an on-line training environment 

· Study equally efficiently from home, work and on-campus

· Study on-line and anywhere where there is a standard web browser available

· Borrow library books or reserve them from anywhere, or arrange for an on-line purchase

Institutionalising Change

According to Whitley (1999) the Vocational Education and Training Provider Organisation of the future will offer learning in a manner that allows student clients to select their delivery mode.  The organisation will also continually evaluate and analyse its effectiveness and promote changes to improve performances.

Because there is no end to the change there is therefore no end to the transition. What TAFE required was the institutionalising of coping with change as the transition itself is a continuous process. TAFE Queensland set about developing a culture of innovation where new approaches, attitudes and behaviours to improve performance are encouraged, recognised and rewarded.  Although changed management structures supported this process there were increased demands on all organisational members during the early stages.

Technology was identified as one of the key elements that would allow TAFE Queensland to create a learning culture and a knowledge organisation. This required an investment in appropriate technology in order to facilitate delivery, to develop new markets, and effectively and efficiently serve existing clients. However, few TAFE Queensland staff had adequate access to appropriate computers and online services and few were skilled in multimedia or flexible delivery. 

“Technology investments can lead to economies of scale and real productivity gains … but if technology is used as an add-on to existing activities, rather than as a means to reshape education, then it will simply add to the total cost of operations and few savings will be realized.”(Web- based Education Commission, 2000)  Like other business enterprises, TAFE needed to acknowledge that productivity gains and cost savings can only come when old ways of doing business are abandoned and technological solutions replace them. Therefore TAFE Queensland accepted the challenge to quickly develop its core capabilities through responsive technologies and skilled adaptable people, and strong business and industry alliances. 

It is encouraging to note that the Australian National Training Authority has identified the same core capabilities as being fundamental to bringing about change in the education and training sector. “Learning for the knowledge society: An education and training plan for the information economy” (ANTA, 2000) identifies five interrelated action areas under which strategies must be implemented. “Each action area is equally important and needs to be addressed in an integrated way”. (ANTA, 2000:10) The action areas are: 

· people, 

· infrastructure, 

· on-line content, 

· applications and services,

· policy and organisational framework 

· regulatory framework

Technology – an enabler for change 

The challenge for TAFE Queensland was how to embrace this technology in such a way that the organisation could adopt new ways of doing business. Although a consolidated web presence was seen to be significant there were several steps which needed to be taken first. 

A Wide Area Network (WAN) Review conducted in 1999 revealed that the TAFE WAN was limited in scope, functionality and extensibility. It was built around aging router equipment, much of which was obsolete. In summary, for the TAFE WAN:

· there was no general Internet access

· WAN links carried only Administration network traffic

· the majority of WAN links were 64Kbps

· architecture and equipment were not expandable and much was out of date or obsolete.

The “Strategy 21 Learning Technologies Projects” were commissioned to design, develop and deliver a technology based platform on which to establish business information support systems and communication paths.   These projects were to establish the minimum infrastructure, platform, people, product, necessary to achieve TAFE Queensland’s strategic mission and included: 

· infrastructure development

· systems development

· staff training and products development

· Web presence development

To establish the TAFE Queensland Virtual Private Academic Network it began by upgrading the existing administration Wide Area Network (WAN) and incorporating Intranet service delivery. This resulted in:

· A robust statewide communications platform

· A network giving our customers a “one-stop-shop” 

· A collaborative networked culture across 16 Institutes

If the “one-stop-shop” concept was to work it was also important to establish an Educational Standard Operating Environment (SOE) to provide commonality of internet related educational products and services across all TAFE Queensland Institutes. This was achieved  by designing, developing and implementing the internet related components of an Educational Standard Operating Environment through:

· Selection of products to be part of the Educational SOE for internet access;

· Determining where to install and configure the products

· Installing and configuring the products into all institutes.

Another major component of the move to embrace technology was the classroom and back-bone cabling for campuses for approved educational connections to the enterprise network and the supply, installation and implementation of Local Area Network (LAN) equipment at each designated site in accordance with the specification for that site. 

Another technology solution that TAFE Queensland explored was the use of VideoLinq which also enhances customer access to learning products and services and improves cost effectiveness of flexible delivery in regional areas. VideoLinq provides an enhanced statewide videoconferencing capability to support the collaborative network.

The “one-stop-shop” concept has been achieved through TAFE Queensland On-Line (TQOL), which provides a consolidated TAFE Queensland internet presence, promoting TAFE Queensland’s online capability to the world and raising its international profile. 

The technology infrastructure, including TAFE Queensland On-Line, and operating guidelines established under these projects has provided TAFE Queensland with the mechanism to embrace new ways of doing business as well as meet the needs of existing and future learners.  The adoption and implementation process has been achieved through an appropriate change management process.  

Adapting to change 

For TAFE Queensland On-Line to be successfully and effectively utilised there were a number of seemingly insurmountable hurdles that needed to be overcome. Careful management was required to avoid the perception of parochialism within a highly politicised and sensitive environment.

While increasing evidence was surfacing to support the notion of a consolidated website, it was important that TAFE Queensland’s “one-stop-shop” also reflected the “devolution of operational issues to Institutes to give them flexibility to manage improvement” (Bannikoff, 1998 p3). Although acknowledging the need for some kind of overall process control, Craney (2000) believes it is highly important that the owners of the information should also be responsible for it. www.prometheus.co.uk  Gill (1999) maintains however, that “more than a Web user interface to disparate systems, portals, such as the one proposed by TAFE Queensland, help integrate data and services and encourage collaboration”. www.oracle.com/oramag/oracle/99-Jul/49five.htm.

The Australian National University (ANU) having commenced with a rather ad-hoc approach to the use of the internet reported the need to acknowledge that the goal of an organisation’s Web presence is multi-faceted.  “Web surfers expect organisations to have a “home page”’ and from this page, they expect to be able to gain access to all parts of the organisation…” (Hinton, 2000, p1). www.anu.edu.au/external.html.

For TAFE Queensland the challenge was to ensure that a consolidated web presence, such as TAFE Queensland On-Line, would give institutes’ a competitive edge in the on-line market segment and provide a sustainable foundation from which this market segment could be continually developed.  To do this it must enhance institutes’ capabilities to increase their market share and profitability. 

TAFE Queensland On-Line does this by:

· maintaining an infrastructure and platform for the delivery of on-line products and services

· researching new and existing markets and clients

· supporting institutes in the development of on-line products and services to provide a return on investment and revenue stream

· publishing products and services on-line

· supporting the delivery of viable products and services on-line

· marketing on-line products and services

· managing the business processes for on-line operations. (Charter, 1999). 

Embracing Technology – Soaring on the Winds of Change

As the premier provider of vocational education and training, TAFE Queensland now has the connective framework which will build on already successful partnerships within the TAFE system and enrich the potential of TAFE Institutes to provide flexible, relevant, client focussed products and services. This extended vision puts TAFE Queensland at the forefront of the new learning agenda, taking learning into the future and providing us with the potential for recognition both nationally and internationally.

The use of the Internet through TAFE Queensland On-Line can provide a total solution that aligns with business objectives; utilises proven technology; offers learning that is needed when it is needed; and integrates the human element.

Through the use of technology, TAFE Queensland is contributing to the Queensland Government’s Agenda. Examples of these initiatives include:

Training people to work in the Smart State…through

· Public Service Training “online”

· Market driven program offerings “online”

· Accredited and non-accredited programs “online”

· Traditional VET disciplines “online”

· Just-in-time training “online”

Serving state, national and international organisations…through

· Consolidated Internet site and course data

· Secure network across TAFE Queensland institutes

· Co-operative partnerships

· Comprehensive reporting and management facility

· Research and development projects

· Cost-effective training solutions

Enabling a continuous pathway for lifelong learning…through

· e-learning planning and implementation

· integration of VET into the workplace

· accessible 24 hours a day, enrolment and payment on-line

· client-centred learning

· seamless learning pathways

TAFE Queensland, through TAFE Queensland On-Line is fluid, flexible and adaptable to change. It has embraced the elements of a Virtual organisation and therefore is able to continually improve by accepting change as inevitable and putting systems in place that can be adapted quickly. Its people can accept a challenge and source a solution, and its management steers the organisation through periods of political uncertainty.

The challenge for TAFE Queensland is to keep up the momentum, continue to consolidate internet operations, support institutes in collaborative ventures.  TAFE Queensland must also actively encourage national collaboration which will progress flexible vocational learning while recognising that competition from within VET and from other institutes will continue to transform VET at every level. (ANTA, 2000, p13)
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