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1. Introduction

This report uses a systems analytical approach in examining the effectiveness of the management of the e-College Wales MLE. The process treats the managed learning environment as a complex organisation with multiple functionality with each functional area having its own management system.
This methodology was first described by Stafford Beer (1984) in his Viable Systems Model where he showed how managers of complex organisations were able to fulfill their roles as a result of functional areas within those organisations absorbing some of the organisational complexity by operating as self-managing units. The manager thus manages the units, not the complexity within them.
Beer described these self-managing units as Viable Systems and showed how they could be represented diagramatically as management sub-systems operating in an organisational environment. The representation showed the management communications and control channels within each system and allowed an examination of the capacity of each channel to provide the required information flow or control interventions.
Beer also showed how the modelling process was recursive, in that the same representation of the management structure could be used at different levels in the organisation. I have used the approach to propose a seven layer model for the education system with recursions at student, tutor, programme, faculty, institution, education system and political levels.
The diagram below presents a simple representation at tutor level as an example.


The viable system is shown on the right as system management and system operation. It’s operating environment is shown on the left. The system management recognises that each individual tutor will have a percieved tutor role as a result of their training and experience. The tutor will also have a target set of deliverables agreed with the course team and programme leader and will create a tutor activity schedule to achieve those deliverables.
In order to communicate efficiently with a large number of students the tutor needs to increase communications capacity (typically by broadcasting the information through a campus-based lecture or an on-line presentation). Conversely, in order to cope with the large amount of information about how effective the learning was for each student, the information needs to be compressed (typically by sampling student attainment through an assessment process)
What this illustrates is the need, in most management scenarios, to balance the low communications capacity of an individual manager with the high communications capacity needs of an operational unit involving many individuals.

The example shows that the tutor is managing the delivery of a module as a self-contained activity and is absorbing the complexity of that process on behalf of the course team and programme leader at the next level up. Similarly, the course team is absorbing the complexity of managing the course on behalf of the faculty, the faculty is absorbing the complexity of managing that curriculum area on behalf of the institution and so on.
This report describes how this way of modeling management activity was used to examine each of the key functional areas in the ECW MLE. The purpose was to judge whether they were operating as viable systems and whether the communications and control capacity was adequate for them to achieve their objectives and deliverables as part of the ECW MLE.

The functional areas covered were the ECW Project Group, the Production Team, the Technical Support Team, the Learning Resource Centre, the Student Administration Team, the University Programme Management and the Partner Colleges. As far as the partner colleges were concerned, the analysis looked at the academic management systems. The next phase of the project will look in more detail at general partner college management support.
1. Beer, S. (1984) The Viable System Model: Its Provenance, Development, Methodology and Pathology Journal of the Operational Research Society, Vol.35 No.1, 1984, pp. 7-25.
2. The ECW Project Group





















Issues:
The ECW project group includes all key stakeholders except students. It meets weekly and follows a fixed reporting agenda that keeps everyone fully informed of issues, developments and actions. It is an excellent example of inclusive management but has one weakness: it has no decision making powers and can only make recommendations regarding resource issues and policy changes.

Because of this fact the group meetings are sometimes not as well attended as they might be by key individuals and the potential of such a strong management team is not exploited. The group reports to the ECW steering group which has a direct link to university directorate for resource decisions. Each management and functional entity has a specific and a general environment within which it operates. Management of the group is influenced by factors outside ECW (a) as well as the steering group (b). Such factors include general e-learning planning within the university, the development of overseas programmes and the level of priority accorded to e-learning in comparison with other directorate objectives.

All stakeholders have students and tutors as part of their environment apart from the development team which works primarily with the business school (c) and the module managers. Having said that, the team manager is frequently involved in promoting the work of the production team to the university generally and beyond (d). 
There is multiple level support for students as a result of these communications opportunities and a primary question arises: who has managerial control of student support? Other questions about the project group as a viable system include:

· The link (b) between the project group and the steering group. Does the steering group provide sufficient management guidance and resource for the group to do its work? 
· As the project group does not have the ability to make decisions, does the steering group properly support and action project group recommendations?
· Should the project group be given a stronger remit and stakeholder attendance compulsory?

3. The Production Team


Issues:
The production team created all the modules for the ECW courses and is now engaged with module maintenance. When a change is needed a revision request is made by the business school and this is built into the revisions maintenance schedule by the production manager in consultation with the team leaders.

Module teams are organised by the instructional designer assigned to the revision and will include editorial, multimedia and systems development input depending on the nature of the change. The instructional designer agrees team membership with the  editorial, multimedia and systems development team leaders.

The revision is added to the revisions maintenance schedule which is reviewed at fortnightly team leaders meetings and progress is recorded on the schedule. The process is largely self-managing within the larger production schedule which is currently 80% non-ECW.

There is an issue of priorities where production resources are stretched. However, clear delivery dates are agreed at each stage in the process and resources are allocated at that time. The team will be working with the module leader in the Business School to change the content and it is equally important that resources are made available in the school for that to happen.

Communications begins, then, with (a) the revision request which is evaluated by the production manager and the team to judge wherther it is do-able. If it is then the change is added to the schedule and the revision team members interact (b) with the module leader. This is a potential bottleneck as the academic staff do not necessarily have the time to complete the revised materials and delays can occur.

Another pressure on the production team is (c) where the university is seeking to develop other e-learning programmes and is increasing the workload and is looking for deliverables in very short timescales.

The questions that need to be addressed here include:

· The production team sees the business school as its immediate working environment, not the ECW project group. Is the management support and reporting path for the production team as well defined and robust as it needs to be?

· The quality and evaluation system for ECW operates through the project group. Do the issues relating to production get fed back to the production team?
· Is the revisions schedule system working in an effective and timely way, or do the non-ECW commitments disrupt the schedule?

· Do the partner colleges have an equal input to the revisions process? Are their requests factored into the schedule?
4. The Technical Support Team
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The ECW Technical Support Team consists of a manager, a team leader and three technical staff. It has a very close working relationship with the customer support team, through which requests for support are normally chanelled, and with students and staff at the university and the partner colleges.

There are two main areas of activity:

1. VLE Systems Maintenance: two of the technical staff are responsible for maintaining and developing the hardware and software that makes up the VLE. They have a dual role as they have the job of supporting all the university academic schools in their use of Blackboard, as well as its use by ECW. The team has agreed development objectives to enhance the VLE and this activity is balanced with the support demands from students and staff.

2. Student Equipment Support: the third member of technical staff is responsible for the supply, repair, maintenance and recovery of student laptops, as well as the setting up of ISPs. This includes on-site support, reconfiguring and updating software, and collecting machines when the students leave.

In addition, the team has a part-time administrator who maintains records and tracks the movement of equipment.

The manager and the team leader meet weekly to review progress against targets and to set activities and goals. The team works together in the same room and workplans are discussed informally on a day to day basis. There is no formal service level agreement defining maximum response times for the team, although there is a felling that this should be drawn up. Part of the role of the team leader is to manage the escallation of a response if it is not solved at the first attempt.

 The team is closely linked to the customer support unit which is itself working closely with, and is in the same room as, the ISeLS Central Helpdesk. Simple queries are handled at this stage wherever possible which means that the technical team are dealing with more detailed technical problems. The vision, in the longer term is that there will be a customer service unit for the whole university that combines on and off campus support for all staff and students.

The day to day activities of the team are managed by the team leader with the manager determining overall direction and strategy.

With respect to channels (a) to (e):

(a) The team management sees its reporting environment to be the project group and its information environment to be the project group and partner college group meetings. Either the manager or the team leader attends these meetings & hence their weekly management meetings are important to ensure each is fully informed.

(b) The requests for technical assistance received by customer support are communicated to the team using the helpdesk call logging system and are recorded. There are some students who contact the team directly and these calls are also logged.

(c) There is seen to be room for a more formalised approach to communications between the technical team and the ECW production team. Before the appointment of a production manager, the scheduling of new materials to go live on the VLE was not always clear and this could cause problems if the information only gets through at the last minute.

(d) & (e) Maintaining up to date records of students is essential for the location and recovery of equipment to be managed efficiently.

 Questions arising with respect to management here include:
· Does the technical support team receive the resources required to meet the needs of ECW students and staff?

· Are the technical needs of partner college staff and students being met? To what extent are staff in the partner colleges expected to provide local technical support?

· Is the management capacity of the project group to which the technical team reports sufficient to support changes in technical support when required?
5. The Learning Resource Centre


The LRC team has three broad areas of responsibility as part of the ECW MLE:

1. Production

· The identification and acquisition of resources

· Rights clearance

· Ensuring resources are made available on-line

· Assistance in media production (eg. sound clips)

· Video conferencing support

2. Delivery & Support

· Book purchase and distribution

· Contribution to student induction and follow-up support

· Partner college LRC support

· Student information request support

3. Knowledge Management

· Q & A database

The LRC team has grown over the period of the project and capacity and skills continue to increase. However, the availability of staff time is still seen to be a constraint on their ability to develop more effective and efficient library and media resources for ECW and e-learning generally across the university and its partner network.

Communications between the main functional areas of the MLE was identified as an area where quality improvements could be achieved. With reference to channels (a) to (e) in the diagram above, the following issues were raised:

(a) The LRC staff would be able to provide a better service if they were provided with an accurate module delivery schedule, as well as the production schedule, in order for them to prioritise their work & ensure enough lead time to complete rights clearance, acquisition of resources etc. Responsibilities for development and maintenance of modules, both within the development team and the academic teams, should be specified and the working relationships agreed as part of the schedule.

(b) Answering student queries is a growing activity for support staff & better coordination of this with the customer support and tutor support teams would be welcomed.

(c) The FAQ service provided by the knowledge management service should be continuously updated, based on queries to customer support and other functional areas within the LRC. It should be prominent and easy to find on Blackboard.

(d) Communications between the university and the LRC e-learning team about non-ECW e-learning initiatives need to be part of the planning process and factored into the delivery schedule.

(e) The responsibilities of the three functional areas for non-ECW support need to be specified and resourced.

Questions arising from this include:
· Student support is covered by most of the functional areas as well as a dedicated customer services team, the university student support unit and a tachnical help desk. Is this a major over-resourcing of the students?

· Is the knowledge management service provided by the LRC going to progressively replace much of this support with FAQs?

· As with the other functional areas; does the LRC get the support and decision making it needs from the ECW project group?

· Is the lack of communications about the production and delivery schedule due to the reporting arrangements of the production team?

6. The Student Administration Team

















Issues:

The ECW student admin team is based in the business school and is responsible for managing student information records from enquiry stage through to graduation. The team registers students and maintains their records on Quercus+, manages their access to modules and groups on Blackboard and uses an ECW database for tracking purposes.

The team liaises with all the key functional areas within ECW (customer support, production team, management etc) and the University (LRC, finance, student registry, academic office etc) as well as the business school.

There is no formal management structure in this small team, although Becky Hoole has overall responsibility. Stephanie Hochadel has responsibility for FD & MAPD students whilst Ryan Powell manages the BA Enterprise students. Both work closely with the respective scheme & module leaders, including those at the partner colleges.

Day-to-day activities and decision making are organised and agreed through informal team discussions and dialogue with academic and functional staff. The team reports to the ECW programme leader in the Business School, Malcom Taylor.

The main concern of the team is to ensure that the data it receives to do its job is complete and up to date and that the information it then records on Quercus+, the ECW database, on Blackboard and provides in response to queries is completely accurate.

Since ECW began, the quality and consistency of data communication has improved, largely as a result of staff learning when, and to whom, data should be provided. However, information is still seen to be sometimes bypassing the team. Typically this would involve sources outside the team day-to-day contacts such as Business School admin not communicating award information for example.
Discussions with staff in the Glamorgan On-line Research Unit have revealed that the use of multiple databases, coupled with the lack of consistent communications from ECW students has not allowed the admin team to be confident about the accuracy of its data and that this was a major concern of the project group.
It might be expected that a relatively straightforward review of communications needs should identify opportunities for improvement and a clear specification of information needs could be then be circulated to relevant staff. It might also be expected that a single database covering all student records would be the goal and that multiple records would be avoided at all costs.
Questions, then, about the administration management include:

· What systems are being developed to ensure data accuracy? 

· What communications channels need to be put in place to achieve this?

· What is the possibility of a single database being used to record student data and for this to either be Quercus+ or at least the data being interoperable and the ECW database being synchronised with Quercus+?
· Given that this project is European funded, who is ultimately responsible for providing accurate data for audit purposes?
7. Programme Management (University)





















Issues: 
The programme management team operates from within the Business School at the University but is planned and financed as a project through ECW. This arrangement will continue till the end of 2005 when a sustainable delivery model drawing down HEFCW funding is planned.

A teaching model that delivers this is currently being finalized and will be piloted from Autumn 2004. The model is based on minimum group sizes and consistent resource allocations across the partner networks.

The teaching model is also being evaluated from an effectiveness point of view and the tutor guidelines with regard to student academic support are central to that evaluation. In particular, the reduction/removal of face to face activities and reliance on distance learning only is a major change and its effect needs to be closely monitored. A number of questions are arising from these activities:
· Does the Business School have an e-learning strategy and operational plan that guides and supports the programme team leader? 
· To what extent is there a conflict between the objectives of the Business School and those of ECW?
· Do the BA enterprise tutor guidelines accurately describe the course management structures and processes? Are all delivery teams aware of their roles and responsibilities in making it work? 
· Do the guidelines specify the nature, extent and timetable of management communications and feedback data? 

· Is the new teaching model practical? Will the removal of f2f support have a marked effect on student success? 
· Will on-line induction be available for a September start? Will the resources available be sufficient to achieve acceptable levels of attainment? 

Student feedback is indicating that the tutor support, particularly pastoral support is working well at the university. Also, because the student numbers are higher at the university and are planned to be at the minimum group size of 50 in the next intake, the new teaching model will not significantly affect the way the programme is managed. This will not be the case for the partner colleges and the effect of the new management model there will need careful evaluation.
8. The Partner College Programme Team 

















Issues: 
The management arrangements for partner colleges follow a franchise course model. The colleges have full responsibility for managing their own cohorts and there is no direct involvement of the university beyond the monthly partner college meetings and the formal reporting structures.
The main issue here relates to whether the communications and control channels are adequate. The overall definition of the working relationship (a) between the institutions must be clear, the regular communications at programme level (b) should be adequate and the formal quality systems (c) must provide information and trigger actions that satisfy university and national quality standards.
The partner colleges are clearly operating as self contained management systems and a number of questions arise when assessing the effectiveness of those systems:
· Is there a local e-learning strategy and operational plan which guides and supports the programme leader? Can the team operate in the absence of a local plan? 
· The tutor service level agreement was written by the Business School ECW management team. Is it adequate? Is it used by partner college teams? Does it specify the nature, extent and timetable of management communications and feedback data to & from tutors?
· Is the delivery model delivered by the partner colleges the same as that intended by the university? How is this monitored? Have any variant management structures or delivery activities been identified? What control interventions are used?
· What is the nature and level of support provided for students in addition to e-moderation? How are the various central support services used by the students/referred to by the partner colleges? Do they form part of a problem escalation plan?  

· What are the internal academic quality systems applied to the ECW programme of courses? Do they form part of the annual monitoring and reporting system reporting ultimately to Academic Board at the partner college?
· How is student and tutor feedback managed? Is there regular and reliable capturing of feedback information? Is there an exit procedure for students that captures feedback from students withdrawing from the programme?

These questions form the basis of interview questionnaires being used in the current phase of the project. Questionnaires were designed for semi-structured interviews with each partner college programme leader and also with individual module tutors. These questionnaires are shown overleaf and the results to date indicate variations in the levels of formality in the quality systems being applied ranging from complete formal procedures to one situation where the programme operated outside the partner college systems and relied on the university system for quality evaluation.
The franchise teaching model described here is to change in one important detail for the new cohort starting in September 2004. The model will adopt the principle of minimum group sizes in order to improve cost-effectiveness and ensure sustainability when the ECW project finishes in 2005.

The effect of this, with the number of students anticipated, will be to require cohorts at the partner colleges to combine where numbers are below the minimum group size. The resource for each cohort will therefore be shared between the partners and the management and quality systems will need to be re-defined, probably down to module level. A new VSM exercise will be carried out to evaluate the likely effectiveness of this arrangement.
9. Conclusions

This method of analyzing the management structures within the ECW MLE has enabled the JISC project to closely examine the communications and control capacity of each functional area. It identifies management decision making and reporting channels and responsibilities and raises questions about appropriateness and effectiveness.

The models here will be expanded to include the customer support team, the university student support unit, the university business school and the university senior management. Also the management structures at the partner colleges will be examined using the questionnaires in the appendices to this report 

The management of the new teaching model will be examined in detail. The sharing of support between partner colleges creates its own management issues when it comes to programme leadership, quality assurance mechanisms and reporting responsibilities. The structures given here in section 8 will be quite different and the university will want to be assured that the student experience is not in any way compromised.
The questions arising from this analysis will be discussed with the functional areas and where opportunities to strengthen communications and control channels exist, then this will be carried out. Similarly, where decision-making and reporting responsibilities are unclear the opportunity to clarify them will be taken.

Tony Toole

June 2004

Appendix 1: Programme Leaders Interviews – Colleges 

The aim of this interview is to document your valuable viewpoints on ECW to gather information in the areas of quality, communications and the teaching process.  These viewpoints and the information gathered will help us improve the managed learning environment that support ECW and work towards better service for all stakeholders across ECW. 

QUALITY – 

Effectiveness and efficiency  

1) Can you please briefly describe the quality and evaluation system that you use to monitor and report on the performance of the overall departmental quality system?

i. What kind of critical measurements does the system use to measure quality? E.g. Activity measures/performance measures. (Effectiveness/efficiency?) 
Effectiveness – (whether students’ expectations/learning objectives are met, department achieved their objectives, interaction?)  

Efficiency- (whether the process is running smoothly, value for money for the colleges, communications.)
ii. How effective do you think the system is?

2) Is ECW being monitored by the same quality system and measurements?

(If yes, go to question 4)

(If no, (ask WHY, is it because it’s not applicable/ was it a senior management decision? And also does this make you feel that ECW is isolated to the department? Then go to question 5)

3) How effective do you think the system is in terms of monitoring /measuring and evaluating ECWs’ quality?

4) Does the quality system evaluate the whole learning environment (e.g. including how the support services affects the course/modules, or only the teaching and learning experience?)

5) (If ECW is not involved in any part of the overall departmental quality system) What ways (if any) has your institution sought to monitor/measure/ evaluate the quality (effectiveness and efficiency) of e-learning/ECW?  And how effective are they?

6) To whom do you communicate the outcomes of these measurements on ECW to?

7) How (through what channel) do you communicate the outcomes of these measurements of ECW? (E.g. Formal reporting systems/monthly meetings/ informal discussion board/emails?)

i. Internally

ii. To Glamorgan

8) How are issues on ECW being identified by the quality system dealt with? E.g. are they being dealt with locally/via Glamorgan? 

9) What level of involvement do students play in the quality evaluation of ECW? (E.g.  student evaluation form at the end of each module? Any other channels for suggestions/improvements?)

10) Are there any channels for student complains? And how are they being dealt with? 

11) What level of involvement do module tutors play in the quality evaluation of ECW? (E.g. is there any regular evaluation in place for the module tutors?) 

12) As programme leader, what work pattern have you set out for your tutors? E.g. What would be their typical working week?

i. (Is there a set guideline of time spend interacting online for example, and how flexible is that? Because due to the nature of the course, over the course period your teaching activities can varies to quite a large extent, e.g. in terms of online student interaction. E.g. what do you expect them to be doing next week?)

13) Is the teaching process being monitored regularly? E.g. do module tutors provide regular reports’ on their exercise over the week/month to you?

14) Is the current centralised content management and supporting services effective? (If no, why not?)

15) How and whom (through what channel) do you communicate any issues on content management and support services? Is that effective? (If no, why not, and suggestions?)

16) What aspects of e-learning do you think students use to define the quality of their learning experience online? 

i. How do students comment on the quality of their learning experience online?

ii. What formal systems are in place for this?

17) Other than partner college meetings, do you communicate with UoG and other partner colleges’ programme leaders? 

(If no, why is that?)

(If yes…ask the following)

i. How often? Regular/ whenever issues arise?

ii. Through what channels? Work/personal email or Blackboard’s email?

iii. How often/ to what level do you use blackboard as a mean of communications? E.g. email only, discussion board, announcements etc?

18) What were your expectations from students especially in terms of learning styles, learning outcomes? Are they communicated to the module tutors? 

19) What do you see as the benefits and potential ECW and e-learning in general have to your department? And are the expected benefits being achieved at the moment?

20) What level of support do your department expect from your senior management, tutors and supporting staff? And are you receiving these support at present?

Appendix 2: Module Tutors Interviews – Colleges 

The aim of this interview is to document your valuable viewpoints on ECW to gather information in the areas of quality, communications and the teaching process.  These viewpoints and the information gathered will help us improve the managed learning environment that support ECW and work towards better service for all stakeholders across ECW. 

Quality – Effectiveness and efficiency

Effectiveness – (whether students’ expectations/learning objectives are met, department achieved their objectives, interaction?)  

Efficiency- (whether the process is running smoothly, value for money for the colleges, communications.)
1) What is the quality system applied to (monitoring, measurement and evaluation of effectiveness of efficiency) ECW in your college?

i. What kind of critical measurements does the system use to measure quality? E.g. Activity measures/performance measures. (Effectiveness/efficiency?) 
ii. And what is your role in relations to those measurements?
2) What level of involvement do you have in that quality system? (E.g. regular tutors evaluation?)

3) How (thought what channels) do you communicate those involvement and to whom?

4) How would you describe your experience in ECW so far?

i. Have you experienced any kind of role conflict? 

For example:

1. Between the expectations of the programme leaders to what you see first hand the expectations of students? 

2. Between your online and offline teaching obligations?


ii. Have you experienced any kind of role ambiguity? (E.g. in terms of e-moderating, are you clear on your different roles as an e-moderator?)

iii. Do you often experience a dispersion of control, for example do you often receive questions from students that you have to keep referring to the programme leaders for answers? 

5) What motivated you to be involved with ECW?

6) Was e-moderating training compulsory?

7) How helpful do you find the e-moderating course is to your teaching experience online?  

8) To my understanding, due to the nature of the course, your teaching activities tend to varies quite a lot, e.g. the degree of interactions, discussions, etc, is this case? If so, do you find it hard to organise your time? (Role conflict? do the e-moderating course help this?) 

9) Following on that note, could you please briefly describe, say what your next teaching week will involve? (Including how many hours you normally spend on interacting with students and on Blackboard.)

10) What were your expectations from students especially in terms of learning styles, learning outcomes? Are they communicated to the students before the module starts?

11) Is what you expected from students really what is actually happening? (If not, what is happening?)

12) What aspects of e-learning do you think students see as the key benefits in their learning experience online? 

13) How would you describe your relationship with your students? 

14) Do you communicate with other module tutors within your college/ and between other colleges and UoG?

(If yes, go to Q15 and 16)

(If no, go to Q 17)

15) How (though what channels) do you communicate with other module tutors? (Formal meetings/ informal emails (personal/blackboard?), discussion forum?)

16) What is the nature of those communications between module tutors? (e.g. Is it about their teaching experiences? Or students/ social?)

17) Do you communicate with the support services e.g. LRC, customer services etc? 
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