organisational management of ONLINE LEArning

By Steve Fisher

Summary: Online learning has far reaching implications, which extend beyond the learner-teacher relationship. Management must happen within a deliberate organisational context within which a vision and strategy for educational technologies has been defined. That organisational context can be based upon various online learning implementation models, but ultimately each organisation must define its own model, vision and strategy. Only then can a range of top-down and bottom-up change management strategies be implemented to drive the organisation towards its goals.

What is the problem?

In any discussion about online learning, one of the usual questions amongst educators and trainers is, “My staff/students/clients don’t want online learning – they want classroom”. Frequently this can be translated to, “I don’t understand what online learning is about. It confuses me, it threatens me, and I don’t know how to deal with it”. Whilst many educators are understandably uncomfortable with online learning, many become staunch advocates when they experience the flexibility, independence and quality of learning it can provide.

Some assume that organisational change and/or widespread market adoption happens as a matter of consequence with adoption of educational technology. Many dot.edu’s and dot.com’s have tried to conquer the commercial online education market based on a premise of market acceptance and failed. Scenes of crowded computer labs, hype from e-investors, dot.com entrepreneurship and techno-journalism in our daily newspapers and magazines present a false perception. Online learning "failures" in terms of commercial outcomes are quite explicit, but can be hidden within faculty and departments in terms of student learning outcomes and return of investment for the academic dollar. 

Never the less large-scale "trial and error" initiatives are probably symptomatic of an emerging paradigm shift in education. Despite this, online learning will become mainstream (Leydon, 2001
), but it will take time. For that reason, we must be patient, understand what online learning means and plan ahead for its consequences. 

What is online learning?

Online learning is mostly adopted as just another teaching or training method that supplements, or replicates classroom delivery using email and electronically disseminated learning materials. Online is far more than that and can have a deep reaching impact on students, workers, teachers, trainers, administrators, managers and organisations as a whole.

As practitioners start to realise the benefits of online learning to the learner, how those pedagogical benefits translate to the organisation are rarely identified and seldom measured. Even those who are ardent advocates of online learning usually do not fully appreciate the wider ranging implications that online learning brings to all the stakeholders and to an organisation.

What is the online learning environment?

Teachers/Lecturers/trainers transitioning to online environments usually work in an organisational vacuum of inadequate resourcing (time, technology and professional development), lack of organisational or faculty vision and strategic policy. On the other hand, some organisations have identified a clear vision and strategy and have dedicated adequate resources. Even so, online learning has yet to deliver on their bottom line. 

Other industry sectors provide useful examples. As e-commerce became more invasive, the banks had to re-invent themselves and we can reflect on the change to banking services to individuals. Retail operators are coming to grips with online consumer behaviour - especially the music industry. Similarly online learning organisations will need to re-examine their businesses to determine the best model that suits their business and organisational objectives in a rapidly changing external environment. 

How are organisations implementing online learning?

There is no one organisational solution for e-learning. There is no best-practice model. What works best for one institution may be irrelevant in another. (Oblinger & Jidwell, 2000
 , Mitchell, 2000
). However, here are three models that may provide a guide for the type that suits your institution or organisation. 

Practitioner Model

In this model, online learning is used as a supplement to current delivery- teaching methods with a deliberate or unintentional "wait and see" approach adopted by management. Integration of online learning into the curriculum is a teacher/tutor/lecturer/trainer responsibility. 

Characteristics include:

· no proactive management or faculty policies/strategies.

· online learning is considered primarily as a teaching resource.

· online learning is made to fit into current administrative procedures (current enrolment practices, timetables, semesters etc).

· the basic pedagogy (style of learning) doesn't change, as the majority will use online learning as an adjunct to face-to-face teaching.

· little, if any, standardisation or quality benchmarks for online materials or delivery 

· no significant change in marketing methods.

· change management methods (if they occur at all) will concentrate on software skills development.

· culture change will be incremental and depend on successful case studies and peer approval by teachers.

· enthusiastic teachers will adopt online learning (the Lone Ranger) but most teachers will not adopt online learning because of lack of trust, time and skills.

· online learning will mostly be delivered to on-campus students studying institutionally based courses and central computer labs are established.

· funding for online learning comes from special project grants or government subsidies.

The level of adoption is dependent on the amount of time, knowledge, skills and enthusiasm teachers have to do this and the amount of support they receive from their faculty in terms of development time, professional development and their willingness to integrate online learning into their particular course offering. This model as dominated by ‘laissez-faire planning, Lone Rangers and the autonomy of the Faculty” (Bates
, 2000).

Commercial Model

In this model, a separate commercial entity is usually established and these operate as a business unit without the “drag” of conservative education. 

Characteristics include:

· they are politically aggressive and want a high-profile image 

· the separate entity has a separate brand and image

· operate outside traditional institutional markets

· they rely on specialist skills within the entity 

· they are very production oriented (full online courses with high end technology)

· they offer high yield fee-for-service courses and post graduate programs

· there is a strong alignment/ amalgamation with international business groups

· Higher risk with potentially higher returns for the parent organisation. They usually need significant seed capital. 

· there is a degree of isolation from mainstream faculty 

· there is growing gap between the entity and institutional management in terms of direction

The pace of change within the entity is often faster than the institutional can generally bear. Skills development, knowledge and technology are at the leading edge - this is often the action research and development component of online learning. 

Collaborative Model

In this model, educational/training organisations partner with each other or other related groups to implement online learning. Others will also use off-the-shelf products to integrate within their own programs eg vendor training within IT courses

Characteristics of this model :

· a consortium involving other like institutions 

· a business relationship with commercial entities

· the commercial partner takes on the business/marketing function and the institution maintains an arm's length academic role

· central technological infrastructure driving economies of scale in institutional consortia

· some level of incongruence between the collective vision of the consortium and those of the individual member institutions

· central marketing function in institutional consortia

· pooling of intellectual capital 

Determining your own model

The checklist below is a starting point for determining your own model.  It should allow most of the main issues to be “put on the table” and sort out where you are, before deciding where you want to go. Based on all of this information, a more cohesive strategic plan/Business Plan can be formulated and enacted.

Probably one of the hardest parts of developing a strategic plan is to be flexible. There is always going to be new information and newer technology, changing market needs, evolving government policy. Organisations and the educational leaders within them have to cope with these changes as they arise, but stick to the clear definitive message for their staff. At no time is the need for strong educational leadership ever greater. Geoff Scott’s text, “Change Matters
” does well to sum up the basic principles of educational change.

	Fundamental Question
	Related Issues

	Business Issues

	How does online learning impact on the Mission of the Organisation?
	Does online learning contribute to the mission and vision of the organisation

Will the mission and vision have to be altered

	Is your current Business plan relevant? 
	Review your business plan
 

Forecast three years ahead? 

How are you going to get there?

How will you change direction when the goal changes?

Is benchmarking relevant to held achieve what you want?

Is there an overall model that best suits what you want to do? )This may help expedite the planning process)

	What are the funding sources of the organisation and how will online learning impact on those
?
	Government funding based on student enrolments or student contact hours be increased or decreased by online learning?

commercial fee-for service courses; overseas students; corporate clients

Distance Education be affected

Collaborative ventures

	What is the essential reason for adopting online learning?

	What are the basic assumptions that you have about online learning?

Increase teaching quality?

Increase market share?

Enter new markets?

Decrease delivery costs?

	If you want to drive internal efficiencies – how is online learning going to help this
	Reduce staff costs?

Rationalise physical resources?

Reduce physical teaching materials?

	Have you done a market analysis?
	What are the trends within your own organisation? Student enrolments? Student Feedback?

What, where when are your intended markets?

What is the benefit you are selling?

What exactly is the product you are offering?

What are the preferred courses (products)?

What is your unique selling proposition?

Understand what and where your knowledge assets are? What are you good at?

Do you chase vertical markets?

Can you leverage from your knowledge assets to other markets eg licensing?

Have you done a competitor analysis?

	What role will e-marketing play in online learning products?
	What e-marketing techniques will you use?

What is the status of your website?

Where are you customer databases?

	Are collaborative partners or other sources beneficial to the organisation?
	What are your strengths and weaknesses?

Who are the partners?

Do you understand how joint ventures work?

	What is the forecast financial position?
	Will you fund activities from current budgets?

Will you need extraordinary funding?

How will you achieve a ROI and by when?

What are the forecast cash flows?

Do you have or will you be able to develop a financial plan incorporating online learning?

	Organisational Issues

	What business systems will be impacted by online delivery?
	What e-business strategies are already in place and how will online impact on of be impacted by these strategies?

	Who has the skills to implement this change?
	Who are the leaders? Who are the sponsors?

Does staff have the necessary skills?

	Are you aware of the intellectual property (IP) issues that may affect your organisation.
	Some consider that IP is not as important as the delivery service that teachers/lecturers provide

	Is there a defined change management program?  
	Awareness and communication with key staff

Awareness and communication with general staff

Can you draft a staff impact statement?

	How will ancillary services be delivered to online students?
	Student Union services

Counselling services

Social activities

	Curriculum Issues

	How will you develop online courseware
	If faculty are developing these products, how will you fund it?

Does Faculty have the development skills

	Do you have a “whole of product” model for the courses/products you will deliver
	Have all stakeholders been identified?

Are all stakeholders supportive and involved?

What new skills and procedures are required?

	How will delivery be administered?
	Is current student-contact-time or student-contact-hours relevant?

Can you work on a performance delivery model ie online facilitators paid per student not per hour?

	Technical issues

	What is the impact of online technology onto your current systems
	Analyse and investigate your technological capability What legacy systems will you have to contend with?

What online education system will you use? How does it or will it interface with existing or future student management systems/

Who will implement and maintain the technology

What is the route of least risk – start with small systems and scale up

	Pedagogical issues

	Teaching and Learning style
	What pedagogical style is best suited to simultaneously fit curriculum, business models and the market? 

How will you cope with an ongoing f2f component?

Can you have a phased introduction to full online?

	Educational Quality
	Do you have a set of educational quality standards upon which your courses (online or otherwise can meet?


Change management strategies

Once institutions have identified their model and organisational objectives, then they are better placed to enact change management strategies. One approach which is useful is top-down and bottom-up strategies. Taking into account the information gathered above, top-down approaches to implementing online learning would mean an articulation of the organisational vision, business strategies and enabling processes that ensure success from both a quality of education perspective as well as legitimate business results. The impact of external influences like government policy, global environments and e-commerce set the environment in which all activities must occur and must also be accounted for.

Educational change doesn't occur spontaneously. It must be led and those in management roles are responsible. They have a responsibility to be knowledgeable about online learning, be articulate in its impact on the organisation and be able to lead others into new educational paradigms.

Bottom up strategies involves the online learning practitioners (teachers, information technologists, educational designers, learning managers, support staff, marketing and administrative staff etc) that need to understand that mission and vision and learn to cope with issues of new skills, new teaching and curriculum paradigms, integration into existing frameworks, new and different markets, change management issues and ever demanding technological tools. 

It would appear that unless there is this dual approach to online learning from both of these approaches, then online learning will not achieve meaningful and significant results. Despite this, pockets of excellence exist in many instances, but a combined approach, no matter how difficult it is, is crucial for success.
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� “If mainstream students don’t ask for online learning, traditional higher education institutions will be tempted to ignore it as irrelevant. However, if institutions do ignore it ……  they could soon find themselves out of business as new differential advantages are created and the heart of the market begins to shift…… Caught napping, the conservative colleges and universities will be unable to move fast enough to develop new products or capture new markets made possible by the [educational] technologies.’ (p62)
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� Consider the following hypothetical, alternative distance education models. Each illustrates a rethinking of our traditional models. 





The Broker


The goal of the “Broker” is to provide citizens and students with access to online educational services. The university’s distance learning “entity” acts as a broker to link students and educational providers from within, as well as from outside, the institution. As a result, learning opportunities can be made available for virtually all learners. The organization might operate as an independent non-profit corporation with a corporate-like structure. Initially,  funding might be provided by the university as well as by corporate donors. Subsequently, the goal would be for the organization to become self-sustaining and operate as a full-cost-recovery unit. Open Internet standards and corporate partner-ships would be features of this model.





The Virtual Campus


The “Virtual Campus” scenario would offer students a broad array of high-quality courses leading toward baccalaureate degrees. Much of the investment in course development would be focused on the most popular courses and programs. It has been estimated that 1 percent of college courses are responsible for 50 percent of the enrollment. The Virtual Campus might offer credits that students could apply toward a degree at their home institution or another accredited institution. Delivering services through electronic channels, the Virtual Campus would require a different organizational structure from that of the traditional university. The core faculty might be small; instructors from other institutions could be hired on a temporary basis to develop and teach courses. A vendor solution for asynchronous classroom and computer-based training programs would be used rather than developing a “home-grown” solution. A substantial amount of up-front funding would be required for start-up. The Virtual Campus might operate as an independent campus with a president/chancellor.





University.com


The “University.com” would offer high-quality online courses to corporate learners in selected target industries. By partnering closely with companies and industry associations, the University.com could develop courses, strengthen the competitive ad-vantage of the region, and increase the competitiveness of the university. The University.com would target high-growth industries such as financial services, biotechnology, or information technology. The University.com would not grant degrees but would instead offer “competency- based” certificates. As students demonstrated mastery of a subject through performance on a test, they would be awarded a certificate. The organization might be a for-profit subsidiary with a corporate structure; it would not be governed by the traditional academic policies and procedures. Moderate up-front investment would be required, with the expectation of high returns.
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� Managing Technological Change by Tony Bates (2000) Jossey-Bass Inc, San Francisco.


See Chapter 3 – Planning and Managing Courses and Programs








� “few institutions clearly articulate their rationales for investing in distance education or precisely identifying their market – that is, the learner segments.  Sometimes the push to develop a distance education program arises simply from the perception that “everybody else is doing it” and from the fear of being left behind.”p33
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�  [Research] reveals… that the change process:


is uncertain


operates in phases


is cyclical not linear


is composed of a mix of factors beyond and within one’s control


is reciprocal


requires educators who can ‘read and match’





Scott,G., 1999, “Change Matters” Allen and Unwin Sydney








� Any online venture needs a sound business plan with measurable outcomes; acting without a plan would be worse than doing nothing, since we would only squander human and financial resources. The business plan should take into account our current environment as well as the future impact that technology may have on education— removing the constraints of time and place, changing learners’ expectations, and facilitating new educational methods, products, and organizations. (p62)





 “….of major issues facing higher education. One of these is “mission creep.” Either in the hope of making money or in the fear of being left out, many colleges and universities may be jumping into the online marketplace with little regard for their institutional mission. Some of these new ventures have been started without a clear understanding of the products or services to be offered— and even without deciding whether these products or services should be free in order to build potentially fruitful, long-term relationships with online visitors.
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See Chapter 7 – Planning and Managing Courses and Programs








� “For those institutions that have clearly defined reasons for moving into distance education, the rationales generally fall into one of four broad categories.





To expand access. Most states need to expand access to meet the education and training needs of state residents and companies as well as to provide education to under-served populations. For many students, academic pro-gram schedules have not been flexible enough for work and family responsibilities. In addition, program offerings  may not have met learner needs.





To alleviate capacity constraints. Many states are expecting more college students than their facilities will accommodate in the next decade. Some are hoping to leverage the scalability of distance education to avoid their existing bricks-and-mortar capacity constraints.





To capitalize on emerging market opportunities. The quest for lifelong learning has increased the demand for higher education services to a group much broader than the traditional eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-old students. Emerging segments, such as executive education or education for working adults, may be more lucrative than traditional markets.





To serve as a catalyst for institutional transformation. Higher education institutions are being challenged to rapidly adapt in a more competitive environment. Distance eduation can be used as a catalyst to stimulate institutional transformation.” P 33
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� Some common assumptions follow:


Most students are seeking a degree or credential.


We understand our students’ preferences for learning and service delivery.


The relevant units of measure for distance education are student credit hour (SCH) and full-time equivalent (FTE).


Higher education should provide all components of the educational value chain.


High quality will drive out low quality.


For-pro f it or non tradit i o n a l providers of educational services are inferior.


Traditional institutional models will be successful in an e-learning world.


Distance education is a viable option for all post-secondary institutions.





If we challenge our existing assumptions, we are more likely to see alternative models.
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