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By late 2000 the Open Training and Education Network (OTEN), the distance 
education arm of TAFE NSW, had developed an online strategic plan and was well on 
the way to ensuring an organisation-wide approach to the development and delivery 
of online courses. However the focus for 2003 has shifted to the adoption of e-business 
strategies by all functional units of the organisation.  

This paper explores the journey of a large vocational education and training provider 
in its holistic adoption of e-business. Due to the strategic approach adopted, the move 
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Background information 
The Open Training and Education Network (OTEN) is the distance education arm of 
TAFE NSW and offers 250 courses (representing 1,000 modules) to more than 35,000 
students each year. There are 150 teachers on-site and more than 700 off-site teachers. 

The majority of OTEN students have chosen to study by distance education because it 
suits their work and/or personal commitments. In 2002 1,000 students studied online 
using learningware specifically designed for online delivery. With the launch of the 
OTEN Learning Support Site (OLS) in April 2002 the movement now is towards 
blended learning, using a range of appropriate technologies and strategies.  

Students can enrol continuously from November until August. Study is self-paced and 
students are provided with high quality instructionally designed learning materials 
utilising a range of media. These materials are predominantly produced inhouse 
although third party learningware is utilised if it meets OTEN’s requirements. 

What is e-business? 
E-business is increasingly used as the “generic and over-arching term signifying all 
manner of internal and external operations and processes conducted over networks” 
(Oblinger and Katz, 2000, p. 3). E-business involves use of the internet and the world 
wide web as the infrastructure for organisations doing their business, be it selling 
books, music or software or delivering and supporting education. In terms of meeting 
client needs, especially those studying by distance education, “the dominant idea is 
that an organisation gains advantage by being able to serve customers wherever they 
happen to be” (Alsop in Oblinger and Katz, 2000, p.3).  

According to John Mitchell (2002 p.v.) e-business involves “re-designing business 
processes and the use of information and networking technologies”. Much of the 
recent innovation in the education sector has focussed on what Mitchell calls the ‘front 
office’, that is provision of pre-enrolment information online and delivery of online 
courses. Adoption of e-business involves consideration of the three domains where 
‘doing business electronically’ occurs: 

• the front office (interacting with customers and the community) 

• the back office (for example where internal financial services and IT 
infrastructure sit)  

• with the supply chain, interacting with suppliers (Mitchell 2002 p.2). 

Oblinger and Katz (2000, p.2) state that “e-business refers to the application of a 
variety of information technologies to the delivery of an organisation’s mission”. At 
OTEN the decision to develop an e-business plan for 2003, based on the 
organisation’s strategic directions, has been an evolutionary process and is based on 
an analysis of the organisation’s goals and mission for the next two years.   

E-learning can been seen as a category or subset of e-business. In all education sectors 
in the past few years there has been a keen interest in online delivery. At OTEN, like 
many other education providers (Brabazon 2002, Clear 2002), the main focus was 
initially to offer courses online however this has now shifted to using online learning 
methodologies in combination with other approaches to learning.  
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E-business by its very nature, highlights the need for systems integration, one of the 
challenges facing many educational institutions. In the rush to offer courses online, 
some organisations have purchased learningware delivery platforms (eg WebCT, 
BlackBoard) without perhaps initially considering the need to integrate these with 
existing systems, for example student administration systems, in order to achieve 
maximum efficiency and benefits for students and teachers.  

Of some consolation to those concerned with the addition of ‘e’ to an increasing 
number of words is that industry analysts are advising that “ultimately (and perhaps 
soon) this ubiquitous e-prefixing of every human activity will abate as the majority of 
enterprises accomplish this integration and replacement of technologies and processes 
and as e-business becomes indistinguishable from business” (Oblinger and Katz, 2000, 
p.3).  Certainly at OTEN the intent in 2003 is to have a separate e-business plan that is 
based on the corporate directions because of the organisational and cultural 
transformation in progress. However in 2004 the need for a separate e-business plan 
will be reviewed as the use of e-business strategies becomes firmly embedded in the 
organisation’s corporate directions and functional unit plans. 

What does e-business have to offer education? 
Why should educational institutions adopt e-business strategies? John Mitchell (2002 
p.v.) states that e-business goals can include “improving efficiencies, reducing costs, 
increasing speed of transactions, expanding markets, enhancing business partnerships 
and most importantly providing additional value for clients”. 

There are a number of factors driving the move to e-business in industry and 
educational institutions. These include: 

• the level of access to and use of the internet by organisations and individuals 
for an increasing number of activities 

• the expectation of individuals of easy and quick access to information and 
services (eg course information and checking of results online) 

• continuing funding constraints especially in the education sector 

• the potential to expand markets 

• the desire of government and businesses to provide enhanced services 

• the need to remain competitive in an increasingly competitive environment 
made possible by internet and www technologies. 

The following section discusses these e-business drivers in detail with examples from 
the OTEN experience.  

Client expectations 

Students and business clients increasingly expect that internet and worldwide web 
technologies are used for administrative and educational functions. This is very 
relevant to distance education students who face a particular set of challenges because 
of their isolation from teaching and support staff and other students.  
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Access to these technologies is becoming less of an issue but still needs to be 
considered, especially by the Vocational Education and Training sector (VET). 
Equitable access to training can be limited by the availability of the required 
telecommunications infrastructure, the technical skills of students and the cost of 
accessing the technology especially for off site teachers and staff. Oliver and Towers’ 
(2000) report on information and communications technology (ICT) literacy and 
access among Australian tertiary students found that 77.4% of TAFE students and 
95.2% of university students reported making regular use of ICTs. The study also 
found that 48% of TAFE students and 65% of university students reported having 
access to the internet at home. In 2003 these figures would be much higher given that 
Australians have one of the highest internet uptake rates in the world on a per capita 
basis.  

At OTEN more than 70% of students supplied an email address on their enrolment 
form in 2003 even though this is not a mandatory field or an enrolment requirement. 
This represents a 60% increase when compared with 2001. Further there has been an 
exponential increase in the use of email by prospective and enrolled students to 
contact OTEN in the last two years. This use of email by students increased the 
workload of teachers because of the one-to-one rather than one-to-many strategies 
initially adopted.  

Remaining client focussed will ensure that appropriate technologies are used in the 
education context. In order to meet the learning and administrative support needs of 
students a number of e-business initiatives have been implemented including: 

• provision of extensive online pre-enrolment information and assistance 

• online enrolment in an increasing number of courses 

• development of the OTEN Learning Support Site (OLS) to provide a gateway 
to information and additional learning activities  

• inclusion of searchable Frequently Asked Questions on the support site (one-
to-many communication strategy) 

• access to selected information from the student administration system via the 
OLS for example results, assignments required, personal details for updating 
online 

• provision of options to students regarding what media their learning materials 
are supplied to them (online, print, CD ROM)  

• establishment of email Helpdesk procedures and protocols to manage student 
emails 

• provision of  technical support for all students via email 

• electronic assignment submission and auto receipt acknowledgement 

• use of web-based group and communication tools to create classes of distance 
education students and build a sense of community. 
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Cost efficiencies 

Adoption of e-business strategies that are informed by the needs of clients and that 
involve a reassessment and transformation of existing processes and procedures have 
the potential to provide efficiencies in the context of continuing funding constraints. 
“Institutions will increasingly look to e-business applications to reduce administrative 
costs by reducing manual activities”(Kidwell, Mattie and Sousa, 2000, p. 90). 
However this requires a strategic approach to e-business by educational institutions. A 
strategic approach to the use of e-business must take into consideration the cultural 
and systemic implications and requirements and be predominantly driven by the needs 
of students and business customers.  Even then, cost efficiencies are not necessarily 
guaranteed as online technologies by their very nature make communication easier 
and expectations regarding response times are higher than those associated with more 
traditional modes of communicating. 

At OTEN e-business strategies have been adopted to yield cost efficiencies in a 
number of different areas for example: 

• learning object approaches and use of metadata in the design and development 
of learning materials to maximise efficiencies especially in the learningware 
maintenance process and in modules that have common competencies (re-
usable learning objects) 

• investigations into the use of XML to allow output of learning materials in a 
range of media formats 

• automated calculation of subject final results through the locally developed 
student administration and management system   

• provision of online catalogues and ordering system  

• printing directly from the electronic archive of learning materials to high 
speed printers  

• using self-help response systems, the one to many approach to handling 
student enquiries for example discussion boards and searchable Frequently 
Asked Questions (FAQs). 

Potential to expand markets 

Education institutions are adopting e-business strategies to meet client expectations 
and keep ahead in an increasingly competitive education marketplace made possible 
by the internet and world wide web technologies. Increasingly educational institutions 
are developing online non-academic services for students in parallel with the 
development of e-learning. As found by Canada’s Athabasca University “in an 
increasingly competitive environment, the quality of these services will separate AU 
from others who approach online learning” (Davis, 2001 p.7) 

The integration of OTEN’s Learning Support Site (OLS) and student administration 
and management system (SAM) has the potential to enhance OTEN’s competitive 
position especially with regards to the quality of service and support able to be offered 
to students and commercial clients.  Those students who have internet access can now 
have 24hour x 7day access to a level of support previously not available. The OLS has 
web support pages for every course and module offered. These pages are used by 
teachers to provide additional information and resources (links, past exam papers, 
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practice assessment items) and may also include a discussion board where they can 
communicate with their teacher and other students studying the same module. A study 
of OTEN students (Kirkby, 1999) found that they have chosen distance education 
because it suits their busy lives. Consequently the provision of out-of-hours access to 
learning support and information is a critical consideration. 

Further, OTEN already has more than 700 off-site teachers who work from home 
assessing and commenting on student assignments. Currently a trial is in progress 
involving off-site teachers in an expanded teaching and support role including as 
facilitators for students studying online.  

In 2001 OTEN introduced a quality management system on the organisation’s 
intranet. This system has proven to be a critical tool in ensuring all staff have access to 
the most current information, procedures and documentation. In terms of effective 
customer service this has enhanced the organisation’s capability and also provided an 
ideal opportunity to review and where necessary transform business processes and 
procedures. 

Government imperative  

The desire of the Australian Government to provide enhanced services has been 
clearly articulated.  The Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) in its 
Flexible Learning for the Information Economy Framework 2000-2004 document 
(2000 p.4) clearly states its vision for the vocational education sector “VET must use 
the tools of the new economy – move away from the old industrial mass production 
approaches to teaching and learning to offer convenient and customised products and 
services to an expanded national and international customer base”.  

In November 2002 the federal government, through the National Office for the 
Information Economy (NOIE), released their e-government strategy ‘Better Services, 
Better Government’. This document advocates a move beyond the first stage of 
internet applications to the “era of fully fledged e-government in which the application 
of new technologies to government services, information and administration 
demonstrates sustained benefits to citizens, business and government itself” (National 
Office for the Information Economy, 2002 p.iii). 

In New South Wales, as in other states, this same trend is echoed. In 2000 NSW 
TAFE commenced the TAFE Online project which represents a comprehensive 
approach to the use of the internet and world wide web technologies for e-services and 
e-learning.  A major NSW state government initiative for 2003 will see all TAFE and 
school students being provided with an email account and access to a range of internet 
services.  

e-Business drivers summary 

A consideration of these e-business drivers and the move to e-learning and e-business 
is raising questions about what teaching and learning will look like in the future – the 
traditional power relationship that previously existed between students and the 
educational institution is being challenged. Web technologies, if used appropriately 
can be very empowering for students, particularly distance education students, who 
now have quick and easy access to assistance, information, advice, support and 
learning.  

In terms of the benefits to the organisation, OTEN’s teachers are being freed up to 
provide more education support as students use the OTEN Learning Support Site to 
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access administrative information and support previously requested by a telephone call 
to their teaching section. 

How can you ensure an integrated approach to e-
business? 
A strategic approach to the use of e-business strategies, that is clearly based on the 
organisation’s corporate directions, has been the approach adopted by OTEN. The 
journey so far that has led to the development of an e-business plan for 2003, will now 
be discussed with reference to the four evolutionary stages for adopting an e-business 
strategy as identified by PricewaterhouseCoopers (Katz and Oblinger 2000) for all 
industries including higher education.  

The stages are: 

• presence 

• integration 

• transformation 

• convergence. 

The transition from one stage to the next is not always clear cut nor are the stages 
mutually exclusive. For example an organisation can be at the integration stage but 
also involved in ‘transformation type’ activities. 

Presence 

In this step organisations are concerned with creating a presence on the internet in the 
form of a website. At OTEN the first version of the organisation’s corporate website 
was launched in 1999. The site has evolved to include comprehensive course 
information, samples of learning materials, online enrolment, catalogues of resources 
available for sale and samples of multimedia demonstrating the commercial 
capabilities of the organisation. For distance education providers in particular, the 
advent of the internet provided a new and effective way to communicate with 
prospective business clients and students. 

According to Kidwell et al (2000 p.96), “at this stage risks are small and so are the 
likely bottom-line benefits” but it is a critical stage in terms of organisational learning 
and experimentation. 

Integration 

At this stage the institution will start enabling some functions through the web, for 
example online enrolment and payment, and at the same time start exploring and using 
business links for example with financial institutions and other institutions, for 
example in OTEN’s case, the NSW Department of Education and Training.  

This stage is characterised by offering of online student services, offering of  courses 
online or e-procurement and online alumni. It is at this stage that “opportunities exist 
to realise efficiencies and revolutionise customer service” (Kidwell et al 2000, p.97). 
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A strategic or whole of organisation approach to e-business is integral in order to 
reach the integration stage. Like many other education providers OTEN was involved 
in a range of ‘lone ranger’ activities with early adopters in various pockets of the 
organisation. This included the first ever online VET course in Australia in 1997 
which was designed and taught through the information technology teaching section. 

As stated by Taylor (2001, p.1) “organisations don’t change automatically; 
organisational development requires proactive human intervention”. Innovative and 
integrated approaches to the use of e-technologies have been possible at OTEN 
because of the whole of organisation approach adopted. In 2000 the OTEN Online 
Steering Committee was formed. The group is a sub group of the OTEN Executive 
and includes the Director and the three Assistant Directors responsible for the IT, 
course delivery and resource design and development sections. The regular meetings 
of this committee provide an important forum for exchange of ideas and for building 
effective working relationships between the different functional units. 

In 2001 and 2002 online strategic plans, based on the organisation’s corporate 
directions, were developed and this evolved in 2002 to an e-learning strategic plan. 
These documents provide a focus for activities associated with the effective use of 
internet and other e-business technologies to support and delivery education. 

The adoption of e-business strategies is inevitably about organisational change. 
Successful change in terms of applying new technologies is characterised by linking of 
these four key elements to achieve the goals: 

• people and their skills 

• work practices 

• business processes 

• organisational structures, roles and policies. 

(Australian Flexible Learning Framework for the National Vocational Education and 
Training System 2000-2004) 

To support OTEN’s strategic approach to the use of technologies, a comprehensive 
range of professional development activities have been deployed. To date more than 
35 teachers have completed a short Introduction to Teaching Online course which has 
been customised to suit OTEN’s blended e-learning approach. A further 10 teachers 
have completed a Graduate Certificate in Facilitating and Managing e-Learning. 

In 2003 an e-business plan has been developed. This plan aims to ensure OTEN makes 
best use of available internet and world wide web technologies to meet business goals 
while recognising that this will require re-design of existing processes and procedures 
as well as a continued cultural shift. Each of the functional units have included in their 
2003 management plans specific e-business strategies relevant to the nature of the 
work conducted in the particular Unit. In the course delivery area an example of an e-
business objective for 2003 is “we will implement selected e-business projects to 
enhance service provision” (Open Learning Program Unit Plan 2003). 

Transformation 

At this stage because the e-business infrastructure is in place and the cultural shift is 
well underway “executives can focus on the job of delineating their core and non-core 
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competencies” (Kidwell et al, 2000, p. 99). Through this process organisations might 
decide to outsource non-core activities. 

In terms of educational institutions, Kidwell suggests they will: 

• form strategic partnerships with vendors to complement expertise and 
resources (eg online procurement, student services) 

• develop a core competency in technology-mediated delivery of education (for 
example distance education courses might be developed and delivered by a 
separate organisation that has the required expertise and systems). 

At OTEN is at this stage with perhaps a few toes still in the integration phase. Some of 
the transformation activities in progress include: 

• hosting of servers used for online support and online delivery outsourced  

• use of off-site teachers in a broader role beyond just marking assignments 

• transformation of the role of an OTEN teacher – greater use of a range of 
technological tools to support learners 

• transformation of the learning design, development and maintenance 
processes using learning object approaches which will eventually allow for 
individually customised learning experiences. 

Convergence 

This final stage is about “the much heralded coming together of consumer electronics 
information technology, telecommunications and e-business” (Kidwell et al, 2000 
p.100). Kidwell suggests there will be a blurring of the market boundaries. This is 
already evident in the education sector with TAFE and universities competing with 
local and off-shore providers. In terms of maintaining their competitive edge, it is 
critical for education providers to focus on what students value, that is, the quality of 
the support provided.  

The use of more collaborative and cooperative approaches to teaching and learning are 
being investigated and trialled. OTEN currently has 3,000 students who are co-
enrolled, that is, enrolled at another TAFE NSW college and also enrolled at OTEN 
for some of their modules. 

Already more fluidity and transparency between the different education sectors - 
schools, VET and universities is developing. In 2001 5.9% of TAFE NSW students 
(representing 30,000 students) came to TAFE already having completed a university 
degree. 

Conclusion 
This paper has explored e-business and the e-business drivers by focussing on 
OTEN’s evolution to e-business journey. The strategic approach to online 
technologies adopted by OTEN has ensured that e-business solutions are effective, 
affordable, scaleable and sustainable. In terms of lessons learnt, the whole of 
organisation approach adopted that ensured a strategic approach to the use of 
technologies, has been critical to the effectiveness of this change. 
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The organisation’s 2003 e-business plan encompasses all functional areas of the 
organisation including resource development, course delivery, business development, 
IT, human resources and finance and administration or the front and back offices of 
the organisation. The plan has been developed in consultation with all the relevant 
business units and has been used to inform the development of each of the functional 
unit management plans for 2003. Each functional unit is required to report on e-
Business initiatives on a monthly basis. 

e-Business has significant benefits to offer education organisations and their students 
and business clients. However to realise these benefits a whole of organisation 
approach is critical because e-business is inevitably about organisational 
transformation and the development of different and new relationships with 
stakeholders. 

 

Note: A paper very similar to this one was presented at the 2003 EDUCAUSE in Australia conference in 
Adelaide.  
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