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INTRODUCTION

Although technology application in education is mostly focused at the institutional level
(and specifically the interaction between learner and educator), the contribution of
technology to effective management is arguably equally important.

The above is supported by the statement in the document on technology enhanced
learning that "an important use of technologies, which is often neglected in policy
statements, is in support of management and administration of education and training."”
(Phatudi et al 1997: 8).

Figure 1 illustrates some of the factors that influence the education process. At the level
of system support (provisioning of resources, regulations, policy, guidelines, facilities,
human resource development, etc.), which is also one of the function of education
management, the education department can most effectively although indirectly
contribute to learning experience. It is also at this level that the optimal utilisation of
information technology can enhance the department’s ability to deliver the necessary
Services.

The importance of information technology and information is also implied in the
provisions of the Constitution (108/1996), the requirements of the South African School
Act (84/ 1996), the National Norms and Standards for School Funding (National Norms
and Standards for school funding, 1998), the Public Service Regulation (Public Service
Regulations, 1999) and the Promotion of Access to Information Act (2/2000).

The challenge is therefore to develop an information technology strategy that will not
only enable the department to meet its legislative requirements in respect of information
and technology, but to develop a strategy that would improve the organisational
effectiveness (Figure 2) by:

- enhancing the effectiveness of managers,

- effective organisational communication,

- enabling alignment with the strategic objectives of the organisation,

- effective human resource development,

- etc.

In this paper the focus is on factors that should be considered when formulating a strategy
for the optimal utilisation of information and communication technology in the
management of education in the North West Province.

For example, in the drafting of an information strategy it is necessary that the relationship
between information technology and information systems, the organisation strategy, the
organisation structures and management be taken into consideration.

This paper discusses:

- information technology and the information system,

- information technology and the organisational strategy,

- information technology and the organisational structure,



- information technology and management,

- possible applications of information technology in the North West Education
Province,

- aspects that should be considered in an information technology strategy,

- possible constraints based on experience in the province, and

- the integration of systems.,

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND INFORMATION SYSTEMS

The terms information technology and information systems are often used
interchangeably, possibly because both terms may be considered as referring roughly to
the same organisational phenomena (Davis, 1993:1). Information technology is a term
referring to the technological aspect of an information system, which includes the use of
technology in production or services, the hardware, software, networks, etc. (O,Brein,
1996:3). While an information systems, which can be classified as one of the five
subsystems of an organisation (Narayanan et al, 1993: 77), includes people, data,
procedures as well as well as the technology aspect.

Therefore as one of the major components of the information sub system, information
technology can be critical to the enhancement of organisation effectiveness.

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND ORGANISATIONAL STRATEGY

The information subsystem should be design to support the organisation strategies and its
structures (Narayanan et al, 1993: 77). While information technology should also be
considered in the development of the organisation strategy, as it can affect what an
organisation does, how it operates, how it interacts with its customers, and its competitive
position. (Davis, 1993:1).

Therefore information technology must both support organisation strategies and inform
strategies.

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ORGANISATION STRUCTURE

Just as the information system can support the organisational structure (Narayanan et al,
1993: 77), information technology infrastructure can enhance the effectiveness of the
organisation structures.

During 1999, envisioning phase of the transformation process for the North West
Province Education Department, a decentralised organisational structure was
recommended that would enhance service delivery was recommended. (See Figure 3)

The proposed structures make provision for the decentralisation of authority and a new

innovation, namely the Area Project Manager. The Area Project Manager will be

responsible for (Report On forum Work Shop, 1999 F: part 3 17):

- implementation of all the facets of professional support to the institutions of
learning,

- diagnosing the need of the needs of learning institutions and responding to
queries,



- project managing a portfolio of specialist support activities,

- performance appraisal of specialist support institutions,

- Post Morton evaluations.

This implies that the area project manager service line will be a mission critical service

delivery point with the department's clients.

The role of Area Project manages when compared to the existing circuit inspector will

now be that of a knowledge worker. A knowledge worker is a person who spends most of

their working day creating using and distributing of information (O Brien 1996:9), where
both information and knowledge are the raw materials of their labour and the product of
their labour (Stewart 1997:47). Knowledge workers, plan organise and execute many

aspects of their work, alone or in teams (Stewart 1997: 49)

- When considering the above the area project manager by nature of their work will
need access to information, other knowledge workers (e.g. General Education
Services) and will also be required to process and add value to information.
Presently “decentralised structures” in the department, were their is no access to
existing operational systems (PERSAL, WALKER), and were most districts do
not have access to email or internet, the district and circuit office’s are not
functioning optimally and very often become “post offices”.

Arguably the success of the new structure and initiatives will to a large extent be

dependent on an effective information technology infrastructure. Therefore information

technology must be able to support the new structure.

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND MANAGEMENT

Management, involves (Kreitner, 1998: 5):

- working with and through others (human aspect),

- getting the most out of the limited resources (efficiency aspect),

- balancing effectiveness and efficiency

- achieving organisational objectives,

in an ever changing environment.

Management Requires a system that provide timely and accurate information,
information concerning cash flows, units costs, personnel development and other
resource utilisation that is vital to effective and efficient management

Therefore information technology must support management and management should be
empowered to optimally utilise information technology.

POSSIBLE APPLICATION OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY IN THE
NORTH WEST PROVINCE EDUCATION DEPARTMENT.

Figure 4, illustrates the possible application of information technology in the North West
Province Education Department.

ASPECTS THAT SHOULD BE CONSIDERED IN AN INFORMATION
TECHNOLOGY STRATEGY



Figure 5, illustrates some of the aspects that should be considered in an information
technology strategy. It is essential that the factors discussed above should be taken into
consideration with a technology strategy.

Therefore the effectiveness of Information technology in informing the department
strategies, and providing support to the departments strategy and structures, requires an
information technology strategy that takes the following into consideration:

- Provincial initiatives and strategic objectives,

- Department of National Education’s initiatives and strategic objectives,

- Legislative obligations,

- Organisational mission and vision,

- Departments strategic objectives,

- Organisational Structure, and

- Present developments in the field of information technology.

- Present information technology strategy,

- Present information technology short comings,

- The need to improve the performance of the learners in the system,

- Other stakeholders interest, etc.

POSSIBLE CONSTRAINTS BASED ON PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE

Since 1994, numerous attempts were undertaken to improve the computerised
information system. Some of the initiatives were successful, while others were less
successful, and many were unsuccessful. The success and failures of these initiatives
could be ascribed to the following factors:

- the integration of 6 former education departments with vast differences in the
level of resourcing, (in some cases schools had computerised administration
systems while in other cases, district offices did not even have manual type
writers),

- the rapid change in technology hardware(for example the memory of secondary
storage devices of computers was 20 MB while the latest acquisitions have
memory in excess of 8 gigabytes), together with the change in software made
many of the existing PC in the department obsolete,

- the lack of computer hardware and software expertise (until latter part of 1997
only 20 % of the head office post were filled while only 10 % of regional office
posts were filled) , made support and system development very difficult,

- lack of sustained training of the Information Technology and Information Systems
Staff (for example the PC data base applications used since 1994 was Dbase I,
Visual Dbase, Paradox, and now ACCESS, and very often the IT & IS staff had to
train themselves),

- lack of alignment with the departments strategic objectives,

- although Information Systems in 1997 and 1998 was one of the top 10 priorities
in the department, as the result of budget problems the department was unable to
acquire new hardware or software (This could also indicate the need for
management commitment),

- managers lacked training in the use of information technology, and therefore were
unable to optimally utilise technology,



the so-called Education Information System was and is nothing more than a
statistical survey.

lack of integration with existing systems (very often information required from
the schools should have been available on existing systems),

lack of standardisation, this possibly resulted from not adhering to the
Departments Computerisation Policy,

the accuracy of information on operational systems was questionable, and
information technology was not considered in the organisation strategies.

When considering the above, the following paradigm shifts will be necessary in the
department:

the paradigm of making use of information to make informed decisions (this
implies that managers should be empowered to utilise technology and have access
to electronic data),

the information technology paradigm (the realisation that information
technology as an important enabler in the organisation can enhance
organisational effectiveness, organisational efficiency, and give the organisation a
strategic advantage if it is effectively managed and utilised),

the paradigm of “mobile office”, “virtual office” and “telecommunication”, all
these paradigms are heavily dependent on information technology,

the knowledge worker paradigm (realisation that head office and regional office
support staff are knowledge workers that both use and create information), and
the Internet paradigm (the use of Internet to improve organisational effectiveness
and efficiency, and to provide a strategic advantage).

THE INTEGRATION OF SYSTEM

Figure 6 is an illustration of how existing systems in the department could be integrated

THE INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY STRATEGY

In conclusion, arguably, the success of any information technology strategy will to a
large extent be dependent on the following sub strategies:

a strategy to continuously align the information and technology strategy with the
existing strategic objectives, that implies that the organisational structures must be
informed by the technology and the information technology must also support the
new structures. This will require that the information specialist must work hand in
hand with those responsible for organisation design,

a strategy to achieve the commitment of management,

a strategy to ensure a sustainable human resource development programme, and

a strategy to empower mangers in the use of information.
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Possible Application Of Information Technology In The North West Education Department

- Figure 4
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