Paper to be presented at the 7th Quality in Higher Education International Seminar,

Transforming Quality, RMIT, Melbourne, October 2002

The paper is as submitted by the author and has not been proof read or edited by the Seminar organisers

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Developing a Framework for Planning and Continuous Improvement: A case study of the School of Nursing and Midwifery, Curtin University of Technology

Marco Schultheis, Juris Varpins and Chris Bright
Curtin University of Technology

Abstract
Curtin University of Technology is utilising a planning framework that promotes processes to facilitate strategic thinking and integrate planning, review, and quality improvement activities across the University. This paper provides a case study of the journey of the School of Nursing and Midwifery who embarked upon a process of managed change facilitated through the planning framework. An overview of the University’s Planning Framework ‘in action’ is provided as well as a description of how an overall approach to planning was designed and how environmental scanning was planned and conducted. The work done by the School has enhanced the understanding of issues and has developed a shared commitment to an emerging common future. 

Introduction

The traditional strategic planning process involves the consideration of both internal and external environments of the organisation so as to inform developments of an appropriate strategic direction for the organisation. Mintzberg (1998) describes what is commonly referred to as the traditional planning model, the Core “Design School” Model of Strategy Formulation. Figure 1.1 presents this model:
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Figure 1.1 – Core “Design School” Model of Strategy Formulation 

(Adopted from Mintzberg (1998:37))

An integral part of the traditional strategic planning model is undertaking an external and internal assessment so as to establish external environmental opportunities and threats, and internal organisational strengths and weaknesses. This factual information is then used to identify Key Success Factors and the organisation's distinctive competencies to inform decision making and development of targets and performance measures. 

Curtin University of Technology is utilising a planning framework that promotes processes to facilitate strategic thinking and integrate planning, review, and quality improvement activities across the University.

The framework has been based on an adaptation of the Balanced Scorecard, developed by Kaplan and Norton (1992).  This management system assists organisations to translate strategy into action.  A mixture of short and long-term objectives, financial and non-financial measures and leading and lagging indicators are used to identify past performance and drive future performance toward an organisation’s strategy.  

At Curtin, Kaplan and Norton’s four perspectives have been adapted to the University's context, and used to communicate and operationalise a key strategy of productive partnerships and as a basis for planning. The perspectives are:

· Culture;

· Students and Clients;

· Core activities (i.e. teaching and learning and research and development); and 
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Figure 1

Within each perspective, initiatives are developed that focus on significant new endeavours (such as new programs) (Growth) and changes required to current services, processes and systems (Productivity). 

Other features of the framework include:

· Recognising, rewarding and funding initiatives that support achievement of our Strategic Plan;

· Communicating the University’s Vision, Mission, Goals and Strategic Plan;

· Acknowledging the need for flexibility in planning approaches to take account of diverse operations across the University;

· Promoting forward thinking to shape future directions through processes such as scenario planning;

· Using a collaborative approach that involves staff, students and other key stakeholders in planning;

· Promoting planning as an iterative process, incorporating review and continuous improvement.

The planning framework is implemented at the operational unit level using a process that results in plans that are structured using Curtin’s four perspectives noted above in Figure 1. 


Through its planning framework, emphasis is placed on a dynamic, iterative process in which a commitment to continuous quality improvement is embedded.

At the operational unit level staff from University Planning facilitate the process by acting as internal consultants. The role of the planning consultant is to provide the operational unit with assistance and guidance in the development of the operational unit's strategic plan. As such the consultants provide the operational unit with a variety of strategic planning tools and services whilst emphasising the importance of developing strategic objectives based on an informed process which considers developments and forces in the operational units internal and external environment. A key component of the process is the need to scan the Operational Unit's external environment. This scan is important as it provides an awareness of trends in the external environment. The process involves consolidating existing information on trends impacting on the Operational Unit as part of undertaking a structured and extensive scan of the University’s external environment, identifying opportunities and threats and the risks associated with these.  The information being obtained includes new and emerging opportunities for programs/courses overseas, an analysis of competitors, funding opportunities, and emerging trends in relation to social, technological, political, environmental and economic issues.

Operational Units at the University are provided with a flexible approach to obtaining the information they need for a sound external environmental scan. Approaches which have been used by some Operational Units have included: focus groups with students, clients and stakeholders, the review of student survey results such as the Course Experience Questionnaire, as well as benchmarking with other Universities.

An important aspect, which the planning consultant promotes to the operational unit, is the involvement of staff, students and other key stakeholders in the planning process. This is seen as an essential aspect of the process as Wainwright (1997) concluded that the most successful strategies that have been implemented are those that have been developed by staff and not just management. In this case the involvement of staff during the planning process provides ownership of the strategy that has been developed. For this purpose Operational Units are also encouraged to undertake a self-assessment of their internal environment. A revised self-assessment was developed which includes criteria that are aligned directly to the University's Strategic Objectives under the four themes, and  criteria adapted from the Australian Quality Council - Business Excellence Framework and the McKinnon et al Benchmarking Manual for Universities. Figure 2 provides an example of the format of a typical criterion:
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Figure 2 – Typical self-assessment criterion

The main objectives of the self-assessment are to:

· assist areas in aligning their focus to the objectives within Curtin's Strategic Plan 2000-2005

· identify areas for improvement and ways in which these can be achieved

· identify areas of strength and how these can be sustained

· reflect on achievements

· guide development and/or updating of plans

· provide an opportunity for staff and student/client feedback

· guide good practices across the University.

The completion of the self-assessment is generally facilitated through a workshop style process in which staff provide evidence to support the rating they are giving each criterion on a five-point scale. At the end of each section the criterion are rated into strengths and areas requiring improvements. These then assist, together with the external opportunities and threats identified during the external environmental scan, to develop strategy. In the development of strategy, one approach which is commonly used by Schools, utilises a methodology which operates under the following principles:

1. Utilise strengths to capitalise on opportunities and prepare for threats

2. Improve weaknesses to capitalise on opportunities and prepare for threats
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Once a plan is developed, operational units monitor progress toward implementation of their objectives and targets, and develop initiatives for further improvement.  Plans are regularly updated and reviewed to retain currency in a rapidly changing environment.  This cycle is represented in Figure 3.

Figure 3

Operationalisation of Curtin’s Planning Framework is best illustrated by a case study of the School of Nursing and Midwifery’s planning processes.

Transformation at the School of Nursing and Midwifery

Context

In 2000, the School of Nursing and Midwifery embarked upon a process of managed change. The impetus for change was the recognition of a number of factors including: concerns about the School’s reputation with students and stakeholders; less than favourable results from a Quality of Work Experience Survey that was administered within the School; persistent financial performance problems; and reported low morale. 

Change Management Project
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Between October 2000 and September 2001 the School engaged an organisational development consultant to assist the School address a number of these issues. Initially the focus was on “reviewing the functioning of the School and to assist with the development of an improved and cohesive organisation” (Change Management Project Discussion Paper, Ivylane Consulting, 2001). A project was conceived with an initial emphasis on improving the organisation’s internal culture. This collaborative project provided all staff with opportunities to engage in an examination of the causes of the School’s difficulties. As a result of this work, the School redeveloped its vision for its future and designed a new management structure for the School (see Figure 4). This structure emphasised closer links with stakeholders and industry. It also included structural devices to ensure strategic management issues were not overtaken by operational management concerns. A Board was created with senior external stakeholder representation. Five ‘portfolios’ were created to ensure each of 


Figure 4: School of Nursing and Midwifery Organisational Chart 2001

the five staff representatives on the Board carried direct responsibility for some aspect of the School’s development. In September 2001 the new structure was implemented. At this stage it was recognised that significant work remained to be done if the School was to achieve its newly formulated vision.

Planning and quality management as drivers of change

Since October 2001, the School has used the University’s Strategic Planning Framework to drive and support its change program 

The School collectively considered the University’s approach to strategic planning and quality management as good practice and recognised the value and desirability of the practical support and guidance that could be provided by the University’s central Planning Office. A strong partnership approach between the School and University Planning Office emerged. 

School planning and quality management process

Planning to Plan 

October – November 2001

During this phase key developments included:

· The forming of a partnering relationship between the School and the Planning Office

· Provision of briefings to the School and key stakeholders on the University Planning Framework

· Establishment of a Strategic Planning Steering Group within the School, convened by the Head of School with membership drawn from the School Board and the School’s Operational Management Team.

· Preparing a project plan (see Fig 5)
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Figure 5: 
Project Plan: Development of the School of Nursing and Midwifery 

Strategic Plan 2002 – 2006
November 2001

When it became apparent that Curtin University was to participate in an AUQA audit during 2002, the School evaluated this development and it was decided to:

· Deliberately use the AUQA audit process as a learning opportunity recognising it as a powerful tool to advance the School’s continuous improvement agenda

· Use data from the ‘self assessment’ as input into the School’s ‘internal scanning’ process

December 2001 – October 2002

During this period of time, two interrelated sets of activities were undertaken in relation to strategic planning and quality improvement. Staff were kept informed through notes of meetings and up-dates at the School’s regular Staff Meetings and Academic Forums. The following table outlines the key elements of the planning related activities. 

	Process for Development of Strategic Plan

	Phase
	Activity
	Output

	Scanning the environment
	· Evaluation of achievements of previous Strategic Plan 1999 – 2001

· Review of key documents/reports

· Reports from the Change Management Project (1999 – 2001)

· Major reviews of nursing and midwifery education

· Other nursing and midwifery related reviews and reports (46 documents in total) 

· AUQA self-assessment 

· Student and recent graduate focus groups

· Recent graduates (conducted in a major public hospital)

· Current campus based undergraduate students (three groups)

· Postgraduate Midwifery students (conducted in a major maternity hospital)

· International onshore students 

· Email survey administered to all externally enrolled students (undergraduate and postgraduate)

· Stakeholder focus groups (three groups)

· Industry organisations

· Hospitals

· Community Health

· Staff focus groups (three groups)

· Heads of Schools focus group (Health Sciences)

· Interviews

· Principle Nursing Officer (Department of Health)

· Chief Executive, Nurses Board of WA

· Executive Dean, Health Sciences, Curtin University of Technology

· DVC International and Enterprise, Curtin University of Technology

· General Manager Staff and Student Services. Curtin University of Technology

· Collation of findings
	The findings from all the scanning activities were collated into a Strategic Workshop Pre-reading document.

This document was sent to all participants of the School’s Strategic Workshop as required pre-reading.

	Formulating the strategic direction
	· Full day Strategic Workshop conducted April 2002. Participants included all staff, student representatives and industry stakeholders

· Initial planning documentation drafted by Planning Office aligning workshop outcomes with University’s ‘balanced scorecard’

· Draft Strategic Plan prepared by Steering Group – objectives articulated

· Two half-day workshops conducted with staff, student representatives, Board members and Advisory Committee members to develop strategies and measures (July 2002)

· Consultation Draft prepared

· Draft distributed to people involved in earlier consultations and other stakeholders (e.g. Directors of Nursing)

· Feedback collated and considered

· Final draft prepared

· Board and University approval (November 2002)
	First draft Strategic Plan 2002–2006 

Consultation Draft 

Final Draft

	Implementing the plan
	· The Strategic Plan 2002-2006 clearly identifies responsibilities 

· The University’s Work Development Planning process (i.e. performance management) is being implemented with a view of ‘contracting’ with each staff member in terms of how they will contribute to the achievement of the strategic objectives

· Regular reporting to the School Board
	Individual Work Development Plans

Reports to the Board


In terms of continuous quality improvement, the major activities undertaken during this period are summarised in the following table.

	Continuous Quality Improvement Process

	January 2002
	Self-assessment

· Preliminary workshop conducted by Planning Office

· Draft report received

· Draft report sent to all staff for feedback

· Feedback incorporated 

· Final report with assessment compiled by Planning Office

· Self-assessment report received 

	March 2002
	· Continuous Quality Improvement Working Group established to drive the agenda. Membership included all internal members of the School Board, the Operational Management Team and the School’s Administrative Coordinator. The working group was established to 

· Work with the outcomes of the self-assessment

· Identify ‘Process Owners’ for each business process

· Design, develop and document priority business processes where ‘gaps’ had been identified in the self-assessment. For example, benchmarking, staff development, staff incentives 

· Documentation of existing processes and practices where such documentation needed improvement

· Meet weekly to drive initial development

· The working group held open meetings with staff invited to attend

	August 2002
	· After the AUQA audit was completed, the School Board decided to dissolve the working group and establish a formal Continuous Quality Improvement Committee accountable to the Board


By engaging staff in these activities the potential to advance the achievement of the cultural and organisational development objectives of the School is enhanced. It has been assumed that the developmental processes are as important, if not more important, that the resulting plans or documentation. It has been intended that through the application of highly collaborative practices, with open discussion and debate promoted, that the School would develop a shared view of its future and a deeper commitment to emerging decisions.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the intensive effort to communicate and consult with students and external stakeholders has started the process of repositioning the School within its ‘marketplace’. Extensive, genuine consultations have renewed and strengthened relationships with key people in the sector. Written feedback from external stakeholders has been consistently positive and constructive. 

Outcomes

It is still early days in terms of measuring, with any precision, the outcomes of the initiatives described above. The following observations are offered. They have been gathered through conversations with and correspondence received from staff, students and other stakeholders. 

Plans and processes that ‘fit’ strategically

Working with the University’s Planning Office, the strategic directions that have emerged have been, subsequently, successfully framed within the University’s balanced scorecard. Where possible, key University performance indicators have been incorporated within the School’s plan. This has the direct benefit of reducing the need for ‘double measuring’. In other words, the School will be able to satisfy corporate reporting requirements whilst reporting against its own plan simultaneously.

The School has benefited from the flexibility that has been designed into the University’s approach. This flexibility has been a motivator and selling point to staff. Sensibly, the approach encourages that it is itself adapted. This is viewed as respectful of the diversity existing across the University and enables the initiative to be more readily marketed to staff and stakeholders and used as leverage in the support of organisational development objectives. 

Communicating the University’s Vision, Mission, Goals and Strategies

As indicated above, the School’s directions, as articulated through workshops and other activities, were systematically reframed within the University’s strategic themes as reflected within its balanced scorecard. This framing process was deliberate, yet subtle. The plans and directions emanating from the School’s deliberations were carefully arranged to align with the themes underpinning the corporate level directions. The integrity of the ‘School generated ideas’ has been fully maintained through this process.  

This approach has resulted in the School plan being aligned with the University’s directions. It means that higher level plans and directions are effectively interpreted and translated into meaningful School level plans and objectives. The School’s plan has evolved within the wider University context. 

Further to this conceptual integration, the high levels of consultation means that this approach has been effective in beginning the deployment and integration of the University’s vision and strategies into the School-level experience. In other words, the planning process itself is a key deployment and integration device. 

Process improvement

The University’s approach to self-assessment has provided timely data for the development and articulation of the School’s quality improvement agenda. It has informed the strategic planning process. The AUQA audit itself has acted as a motivating force for accelerating this agenda within the School. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the documentation of processes has resulted in greater clarity within the School regarding ‘how we get things done’. It has also been suggested that unnecessary frustrations have been eliminated because of the standardisation of processes. Another example of the positive effect is the significant increase in the number of staff attending and presenting at conferences following the documentation and dissemination of the staff development guidelines and process.

Developing the School’s culture 

The transparency of the School’s approach and the extensive opportunities for consultation and regular communication to staff and others has resulted in a heightened sense of collective ownership of the plan. Although at the time of writing this paper the plan had not been formally approved, it had been noted that staff were regularly referring to the plan during committee and other meetings. For example, comments have been made such as “this initiative directly supports the plan in relation to our priority on partnerships”. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that there has been improvement in terms of the perception of the School amongst students and in the wider professional community. Industry stakeholders have expressed appreciation at being so well included in the process and have indicated support for the strategic directions that have been set.

Next steps

In terms of implementing the plan a major initiative will be the application of the University’s Work Development Planning process. The Work Development Planning process (i.e. performance management) is being used to ‘contract’ with each staff member in terms of how they will, individually, contribute to the achievement of the School’s strategic objectives.

To measure whether there has been improvement in how staff perceive their experience at work, the School will be readministering the Quality of Work Experience Survey that had been administered in 1999.  This will provide more reliable benchmarking data.

The School’s Board will carefully monitor the Strategic Plan 2002-2006.

Conclusion

This paper provides an overview of Curtin University of Technology’s planning framework. The framework promotes processes to facilitate strategic thinking and integrate planning, review, and quality improvement activities across the University. A case study maps the journey of the School of Nursing and Midwifery that embarked upon a process of managed change facilitated through the planning framework. Benefits of the approach include the development of plans and quality processes that ‘fit’ strategically, the integration of the University’s vision, mission and goals into School level operations and a corresponding positive impact upon the School’s internal culture. The work done by the School has enhanced the collective understanding of issues and has developed a shared commitment to an emerging common future.
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