
Strategic Management in Distance Education

Strategic Management in Distance Education: Thriving in Chaos 
A Review and Analysis by Joe Harding and Richard Giroday of
‘Issues in the Management of Distance Education’

written and published by Stephen Murgatroyd and Andrew Woudstra in
the American Journal of Distance Education
1.  Summary of article content

This article starts by identifying the limitations of existing research in management and administration of distance education organizations, and the need for research in strategy development, strategic management, and performance indicators. Murgatroyd and Woudstra’s goal is to provide a starting point for a new direction: the study of strategic management and its practice in distance education.  The authors identify eight key areas for distance education administrators, who wish their organizations to thrive in the face of change, uncertainty, and competitiveness.  In Planning in a Context of Uncertainty, two management processes are stated – continuous processes and discontinuous processes.  Contrasting the processes identifies administrative tasks for each.  The authors review the problems of planning for uncertainty and present four keys to effective planning.  In Accountability, they point out that governments focus on cost issues and distance education organizations need to focus on service quality and efficiency.  In Networking they discuss a change from, advice and support among institutions to networking and collaboration.  They identify the strengths of collaboration and specify two problems it creates for management.  In Instructional Design and the System, they consider tensions that occur between ‘the system’ and innovations, and note tensions are increasingly central in decision-making.  In Managing Technological Innovations, the authors identify six complex strategic management questions with respect to technological change.  They point out a clear relationship between operation management and learning systems development and how they relate to financial and operational decisions.  They further discuss the growing tensions for technology decisions.  In Marketing, they identify three marketing strategies and the need to choose between these strategies, because marketing shapes an organization internally. In Quality Assurance and Service Management, they state that distance education makes little use of theory and practice available from other fields concerning service management, and that quality is a question addressed by few distance educators.  Their view is quality control based on a ‘curriculum control design model’ must refocus to the value added properties of the learning experience and state some of these value added products and services. In Organizational Design and Structure, the authors discuss how various organizational structures evolve and crystallize. 
2.  Type of article
The authors identify this article as a case study of the administrative issues of Athabasca University (AU).  It is a discussion paper.  They present their ideas and opinions in light of strategic planning and management within eight areas for today’s distance education administrators.  A background in strategic planning, strategic thinking, and strategic management principles and practices is helpful.  Extensive references to the literature support the focus areas.
3.  Analysis of key points, issues, and arguments raised in the article
Four key points raised in the article deserve discussion:

Need for Strategic Planning and Management in 1989 and Today - Strategic Planning and Management are as relevant today as in 1989. Furthermore, they have developed significantly since 1989. Irwin (1995) presents a definition of strategy consisting of “competitive moves & business approaches to produce successful performance” and management as “a game plan for running the business, strengthening firm’s competitive position, satisfying customers and achieving performance targets” (Irwin, 1995a). This concept and definition from a business context is equivalent to Murgatroyd & Woudstra’s distance education classification of strategic planning and management (1989, pp. 4-6). In addition, Irwin lists five tasks for strategic management: crafting strategy to achieve objectives; setting objectives; developing strategic vision and mission; implementing and executing strategy; and evaluating and correcting (Irwin, 1995b). These tasks are present in the article as well as in our work environments today. As an example, in the Canadian Forces (CF), the individual line items of the 2003/2004 fiscal year budget must be justified to the CF business planning process, the development of which is comparable to strategic planning and management. Although an extensive analysis of modern definitions of strategic planning was not done, the similarities of the Irwin materials as well as our current work experiences make Murgatroyd & Woudstra’s 1989 article a valid position to start research for distance education issues in 1989 and to continue research today.
Case Study Format of the Article – The authors claim in the introduction “this is a case study of a complex organization seeking to deal with administrative issues in a direct and challenging way” (p.4).  The authors present AU as the object of their case study.  Reading the article raises an immediate question: is this a case study as stated by the authors?  The authors, as they progress through the article,  present varying degrees of detail on AU’s strategic planning and/or strategic management of the eight main issues, or the lack thereof.  The degree ranges from highly detailed to none at all.  Neuman (2003) states that in case study research, “the data are usually more detailed, varied, and extensive” (p.33).  As a textbook example of case study, it is often lacking in enough detail to justify the introductory claim.   The article starts with a detailed history of AU with reference to its foundation and its crucial developmental years.  As the article progresses through the eight issues, the level of detail drops dramatically from detailed, to a statement, to mere mention, until in the last issue no mention of AU exists.  This article is at best a marginal case study, with too little detail and at times only general reference to the object of the ‘case study’.  If the authors chose their approach to minimal detail, for the sake of brevity in publishing, then they should have qualified their claim of case study in the introduction.  The article is a discussion paper with references to a specific organization.  The lack of case study detail does not inhibit a good discussion of the eight key issues the authors propose.
Strategic Management Applies to Distance Education – No one could have foreseen or believed possible the changes in the world over the last decade.  Pacey and Penney (1995) present a vision of a world with transparent borders, where “significant economic, political, and technological changes and shifts are occurring worldwide” (p.15).  The landscape of distance education is changing dramatically as we enter the new century. Bates (1997) and Garrison (2000) discuss in detail the impact that technological change is having on distance education in general and post secondary education in particular.  Stahmer (1995) examines the growing needs of learners in the workplace and the demand for distance education to provide for those needs. They will necessitate a change to the organizational structure of existing and emerging distance education institutions.  McKinnon (1995) outlines how distance education is transforming elementary and secondary education and the need for “reinventing schools appropriate to a changing world” (p.75).  Garrison (2000) speaks of “a broad range of emerging educational purposes and experiences”.   Distance educational organizations as originally outlined by Keegan (2001 pp.123-144) are rapidly changing and joined by new enterprises in a growing field of transition, uncertainty, and competitiveness.  Amidst all this change, researchers in distance education are finding that the old tools of yesterday are changing for new tools and methods of inquiry.  Saba (2000) examines the changes in distance education research and concludes “these studies have further revealed the complexity of distance education, indicating the many variables involved in any instructional setting, not to mention other elements involved in distance education, such as social, economic, and global issues affecting the field” (p.7).   The changing landscape of distance education is chaotic.  Researchers need new tools for research and inquiry.  Similarly, new methods are needed for planning and management of the organizations “who wish to thrive in the chaos” (Murgatroyd & Woudstra, 1989, p.6).  As Pacey and Penney (1995) conclude, “conventional strategic planning models will not suffice.  They need to be supplemented or replaced by non-linear, intuitive, creative approaches that help define the organization for the future” (p.37).  What is required for managers of distance education institutions today is a continual process of strategic thinking – strategic management.
The eight issues are appropriate and two are critical – The issues identified are well chosen.  Distance education institutions must respond to these issues now and in the future as they experience significant changes.  The issues are consistent with the main elements of strategic planning and management.  Each of these, is evidence by itself for the aims of the article.
The first is Managing Technological Change. Technology continues to develop at a fast pace and is central to the changes taking place in distance education, conventional face-to-face education, and their mergence (Bates, 1997).  Technology is changing the work place and the educational needs of employees and employers (Stahmer, 1995).  Technology is driving the educational needs of workers and the way that distance education organizations provide services.  It is a complex, important, and ongoing development for managers.  Managing internal technological change and its use as an education delivery tool, is central to effective organizational change in distance education.  Murgatroyd and Woudstra identify six areas of technological management.  Managing these areas in the face of exponential technological change and application is argument enough for the examination of strategic management principles in the management of distance education institutions.
The second, Quality Assurance and Service Management, is critical to distance education success.  “The strategy implementer’s standard for judging whether individuals and organizational units have done a good job must be whether the performance targets in the strategic plan were achieved” (Irwin, 1995c). The evaluation phase of the learning cycle enables managers and administrators to ‘measure’ the success or failure of distance education solutions. Many models appraise quality and service.  The four-point evaluation scheme presented by Keegan and Rumble (1982) is as effective today as it was then. “This evaluation plan is recommended here as suitable for the overall evaluation of any distance teaching system. Evaluation is focused on: the quantity of the learning achieved, the quality of the learning achieved, the status of the learning achieved, and the relative cost of the learning achieved” (Keegan, 2001, p.186). Expanding each area of the plan in detail provides a complete status of the course or program. As an example, being able to measure variable and fixed costs is useful if the administrator of a program in a small distance education system requires total cost to justify their business plan to acquire new technology. This element of evaluation can be included in a proven cost equation to produce the total cost of a distance education (Keegan, 2001 pp. 163-185; Snowden & Daniel, 1980). An effective plan for measuring and evaluating distance education systems can result in continuous improvements in Quality Assurance and Service Management.  Experience on a distance education project in the Canadian Forces (CF) in partnership with IBM Canada proved how valuable an effective evaluation process could be. The model, entitled Performance Support, was an integration of five areas: learner types; learner content; student support; transition management; and communication management. Success was measured through an evaluation process that included a qualitative and quantitative measurement of the areas. Examples included face-to-face interaction, electronic and confidential survey, training success rates, and help desk call statistics. This approach enabled the project to measure and analyze similar criteria in 2003 that Keegan and Rumble described in 1982 (Keegan, 2001, p.186). As a result, the project made significant improvements in many aspects of the training system, supporting the importance of a strategic plan to improve Quality Assurance and Service Management.
4.  Strengths and weaknesses of the article

Strengths - The article is very forward thinking considering in 1989, according to the authors, there was little research done on strategic planning and management. Murgatroyd and Woudstra provide a benchmark of discussion for growth in management of distance education. They indicate that despite research being available on management in the field of distance education, there is a need for more research directed towards strategy development, strategic management, and performance indicators.  In addition, many of the key issues are still current, and the article continues to serve as a discussion for distance education administrators and managers.
Weaknesses - Although the content of the article is strong, the organization needs work. Thought processes are difficult to follow. It would be easier to understand the difference between strategic planning and management, had the two topics been separated better.  The article appears to contradict itself by stating in the abstract: “the aim of the article is to provide a starting point for a new direction: the study of strategic management and its practice in the field of distance education” (p.4). In the introduction, the aim appears to be a contrast between the management tasks related to strategic planning and management (p.6).  Consistent use of definitions of strategic planning and management would make easier reading. The authors set the stage by indicating that a scientific definition is not possible since the various references they reviewed are not adequate according to the description of ‘scientific definition’ by Keegan (2001, p.39). Instead, general definitions were presented, and a “stipulative definition” (Keegan, 2001, p.39) is used to associate the two strategic terms with their processes (planning with continuous and management with discontinuous) within the context of the article. As the article progresses, the two distinct definitions and their links disappear at times.  It is not always clear what the section goals are in relation to either strategic term. It is possible that two readers come to two conclusions, when the goal of the article is to create a foundation for future research with little ambiguity.

5.  Discussion on usefulness of the article
The article is a very useful introduction to key areas in which strategic management principles can be important to distance education managers.  Their separation of continuous tasks and discontinuous tasks is helpful in categorizing the various issues facing organizational planners and managers.  Researchers can use this article as a beginning point for developing detailed case-study examinations of management practices in distance education institutions.  In light of continuing and recent developments in distance education and technology, the issues addressed in the article are just as relevant to today’s organizations as they were when the authors wrote the article.  The authors provide a good literature resource for today’s administrators and managers.  The solutions they offer are valid.  Their article is relevant and useful to today’s researchers, planners, administrators, and managers.  
6.  Conclusion
The uncertainty, challenge, and competition facing distance education managers today requires new planning and managerial approaches for survival in the face of chaos.   The study of strategic management and its application and practice in distance education needs continued research.  The authors have provided a useful dialogue and resource.  Their aim is to “provide a starting point for a new direction: the study of strategic management and its practice in distance education” (p.4).  They have certainly achieved their goal.
Endnotes
1. Initial questions for conference discussion:
a) What is strategic planning and strategic management to you?

b) Is strategic management relevant to your organization?

c)  How do you see strategic management evolving in the next 10 years?

d) Is there such a thing as strategic thinking?

e) Are strategic planning and strategic management the only tools for today’s distance education administrators, planners, and managers?
2. The article under review assumes a background in strategic planning, strategic thinking, and strategic management.  Additional resources helpful to understanding these are:  a) Strategic Planning vs Strategic Thinking: http://horizon.unc.edu/projects/OTH/2-3.asp ; b) Strategic Management: http://www.csuchico.edu/mgmt/strategy/ ; b) Strategic Planning, Thinking, and Management: http://www.nonprofits.org/npofaq/03/22.html 
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