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Theory of Benchmarking for e-Learning
A Top-Level Literature Review by Paul Bacsich
This review describes the process and outcomes of a brief study to establish the state of knowledge of benchmarking e-learning activity, with particular focus on UK HE institutions. It poses the problem, describes the methodology used and comments on the main documents found and agencies involved. Finally it draws some conclusions sufficient to start an exercise on benchmarking e-learning for any particular HEI.
The review represents a checkpoint in work in progress. It is not a polished critical review; however, it is hoped that by being made public in its current form it may form a basis for future discussion, workshops, presentations, papers and collaborations.
Conclusions

A wide range of literature was quickly surveyed, including from the UK HE sector, UK FE sector, Australian and other Commonwealth reports, and several US reports concerned with distance learning quality. A wider range of agencies and so-called “benchmarking clubs” was reviewed.
The main conclusions of the work were:

· There is a considerable amount of work on benchmarking in universities but it is mostly oriented to benchmarking administrative processes; very little is directly about e-learning and only somewhat more is relevant. It was surprising how little was focussed even on IT.

· The most useful work of direct applicability was work carried out by the National Learning Network. This was oriented to the UK FE sector thus there would be concerns in HE about its applicability without extensive reworking.

· There is a considerable amount of US HE work on quality and good practice in distance learning and e-learning, which can (with some work) be transformed into benchmark criteria. This corpus of material includes reports prepared by the Western Cooperative for Educational Telecommunications, and the American Productivity and Quality Center (APQC) in collaboration with the State Higher Education Executive Officers. This last collaboration carried out a study called “Faculty Instructional Development: Supporting Faculty Use of Technology in Teaching”, which began in April 1998 and had the noted e-learning expert Professor Tony Bates (then at the University of British Columbia) as advisor. The other main report in this area is “Quality on the line: Benchmarks for success in Internet-based education”, published in 2000, which despite its title is more about good practice than benchmarks – however, it is still useful.

· Using these sources and our experience in e-learning management, a benchmark table was drawn up for e-learning. See section 7 of this paper. In practice, simplified subsets of this are most likely to be useful, especially in desk research work.
· There are several useful recent surveys of benchmarking methodology, including one on the Higher Education Academy site, one produced by the Learning and Skills Council for English FE, and one produced on behalf of the Australian government oriented to HE. These will be most useful when universities decide to take steps towards setting up benchmarking clubs.

· Any benchmarking club could learn from the existing clubs, noting that these so far have been oriented to improvement of administrative processes and do not seem to have considered e-learning. They also do not seem focussed on competitive ranking and metrics. The clubs include the European Benchmarking Programme on University Management and the English Universities Benchmarking Club.

While this version of the review is out for discussion, work continues on its refinement. This includes completing the search over relevant agencies, especially more in Europe (EDEN, EuroPACE, EifeL, etc) and in the wider world outside North America and Australia/New Zealand. However, in the author’s view it is not very likely that such work will add a great deal to the overall thrust of the approach. Nevertheless, the schema described in section 7 could do with further refinement and more correlation with the literature; in particular more work needs to be done at a detailed level to extract benchmark information from the “traditional” quality literature for distance learning.

Caveat

There is one further constraint on the benchmarks chosen – whose effect is only now becoming clear. In order to support desk research on comparisons (rather than benchmarking partnerships or site visits), the benchmark levels ideally have to be reasonably observable from outside, or at least relate to the kind of topic that developers and researchers, drawing on their local implementations, will see fit to dwell on in their publications and statistics that they have to produce anyway.

0.
Introduction
In particular, respondents emphasised the importance of benchmarking the present state of e-learning in the HE sector [HEFCE]

In their e-learning strategy document published on 8 March 2005 (http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_12/), HEFCE stated that:
31.
We agree with the respondents to our consultation that we should know more about the present state of all forms of e-learning in HE. This is essential to provide a baseline to judge the success of this strategy. However, understanding HE e-learning is not just a matter for HEFCE. Possibly more important is for us to help individual institutions understand their own positions on e-learning, to set their aspirations and goals for embedding e-learning – and then to benchmark themselves and their progress against institutions with similar goals, and across the sector. We have therefore asked JISC and the Higher Education Academy to take forward a project with a view to identifying a benchmarking tool for HEIs. This tool may also then provide information, at a sector-wide anonymised level, to help us and our partners draw conclusions on the state of e-learning, progress towards embedding it, and the impact of our strategy.
However, since the HEFCE e-Learning Strategy has only recently been published at the time of writing this review (March-April 2005) there is, not surprisingly, little progress towards such a benchmarking tool. Nor is there any existing tool or even general methodology oriented to benchmarking e-learning in UK HE – although there is work relevant to UK FE, the corporate sector and US HE. Thus it might seem that there are several “near-misses” – however, the UK HE sector is seen as rather unwilling to learn from even near neighbours (geographically or sectorally) and many of the earlier tools were created for special purposes some time ago – I suspect that many commentators will feel that they now look dated.
Thus we have had to fall back on first principles to create a benchmarking tool – but hopefully informed by these near-misses.
To do this we have followed the approach that we believe JISC and the HE Academy would follow. Thus we have looked at related work on benchmarking in HE and FE, and in e-learning in corporate training. We have also looked at work in other countries (Australia, US, Canada, Netherlands) that typically JISC do (and, we expect, the HE Academy will) look to for inspiration. So although we cannot give any guarantees, we believe that the work here will be not to difficult to map into any sector-wide approach.
Conversations suggest that the following will be part of any sector-wide approach to UK HE benchmarking of e-learning. Those who have followed the fierce arguments on the QAA regime will recognise some similarities:

· There will not be a uniform sector-wide approach with published non-anonymous numeric rankings (unlike what some want to do in the FE sector).
· There will be an element of “cultural relativism” in that institution A’s view of institution B will not necessarily be the same as institution B’s view of itself – and vice versa.
· Institutions will focus on the issues relevant to them – e.g. there is no point in an institution worrying about lack of progress towards distance e-learning if distance learning is not part of the mission of the institution.
· Institutions will tend to focus on benchmarking themselves against those institutions that they perceive as most relevant – competitors for students, similar in nature (e.g. research-led, international, with a particular governance style), similar in size, collaborators in other projects, and role models.
1.
Literature Search Methodology
For a speedy helicopter-level literature search I followed standard real-world “extreme research assistant” operating procedure by starting with a Google search on “benchmarking AND e-learning” and spreading out from that to related searches, using hoped-for skill and judgement, making sure that agencies and countries were covered which were likely to have information on this topic or at least the topic of benchmarking. This does not imply that a thorough journal and book search should not also be done, but in e-learning there is strong evidence that most information now starts in what used to be called the “grey literature”, nowadays effectively synonymous with the web – thus the journal/book search was deferred till the next phase.
I am not an expert in benchmarking but claim good knowledge of e-learning internationally and have participated in the evaluation of the National Learning Network e‑learning initiative across all English FE Colleges. In addition, I have researched and taught benchmarking-related topics such as change management, business process re-engineering and activity-based costing with relation to e-learning. Consequently I am fairly confident that I have assessed (even if some would feel only at a superficial level) many of the main reports and activities in this area, despite the limited time available.
The helicopter conclusion is that there is very little in the HE literature which provides specific guidance on which benchmarks are appropriate, or on the topic of carrying out benchmark activities in e-learning. There is some relevant material in FE but its applicability to HE is likely to be debatable even among experts and likely to be contentious to the UK HE sector.
Nevertheless, the review of a range of reports on commercial and university benchmarking did produce some indications of what benchmarks might be considered important – and some guidance as to procedure. Both these aspects are described below.
Many, if not most, of our proposed benchmarks are qualitative not quantitative. There is some consensus that a Likert 5-point scale is the best to use to capture the “ranking” aspect of these. While this approach is enshrined in the research literature I have extended this to a 6-point scale to allow level 6 to allow an element of “exceeding expectations” to take place – which seems particularly apt in a post-modern context. This 6-point scale also allows easier mapping of some relevant criteria.
2.
Review of the Benchmarking Literature

Benchmarking is used in many industries and organisations. On the whole we shall not analyse the general benchmarking literature. However, it is worth noting the existence of the Public Sector Benchmarking Service (http://www.benchmarking.gov.uk/about_bench/types.asp) which, among other things, has a useful set of definitions.
2.1
Benchmarking in Higher Education
Benchmarking in UK HE

The standard public web reference relevant to the UK is “Benchmarking in UK HE: An Overview” (by Professor Norman Jackson, a Senior Advisor at the Higher Education Academy). This is available as a link (with a rather obscure URL) from the “Benchmarking for Self Improvement” page (http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/914.htm) on the HEA web site. Professor Jackson has also edited (with Helen Lund) a book [BHE] with a similar title.

Professor Jackson makes the point which many commentators do that the term “benchmarking” has a wide range of interpretations. However, he suggests that going back to the original definition (by Xerox) is useful:

a process of self-evaluation and self-improvement through the systematic and collaborative comparison of practice and performance with competitors in order to identify own strengths and weaknesses, and learn how to adapt and improve as conditions change.
He then goes on to describe various types of benchmarking:

· implicit (by-product of information gathering) or explicit (deliberate and systematic);
· conducted as an independent (without partners) or a collaborative (partnership) exercise;

· confined to a single organisation (internal exercise), or involves other similar or dissimilar organisations (external exercise);

· focused on the whole process (vertical benchmarking) or part of a process as it manifests itself across different functional units (horizontal benchmarking);

· focused on inputs, process or outputs (or a combination of these);

· based on quantitative (metric data) and / or qualitative (bureaucratic information).
As an example, one particular approach that might appeal to an HEI would be explicit, independent, external, horizontal (since e-learning cuts across many departmental functions), focussed on inputs, processes and outputs, and based both on metric data (where available or calculable) and qualitative information. This might then extend to an internal exercise or to a collaborative exercise, perhaps initially with just one benchmarking partner (as some other reports suggest). 
Jackson’s paper describes many examples of benchmarking activity in the UK. However, none are directly relevant and few even indirectly relevant – although a couple are about aspects of libraries, there are none about IT.

Despite this apparent orientation away from IT, I feel that his conclusions are relevant to the investigations for this review. The first paragraph of the conclusions is particularly instructive:
The HE context differs from the world of business in using benchmarking for regulatory purposes as well as for improvement. This fact is sometimes not appreciated by benchmarking practitioners outside HE who are primarily focused on business processes. The rapid growth of benchmarking in UK HE partly reflects a search for a more effective way of regulating academic standards in a diverse, multipurpose mass HE system and partly is a consequence of the increasingly competitive environment in which HE institutions operate, and a political environment that ensures that public resources are used as effectively as possible. It also reflects the political realisation that benchmarking has the potential to promote change in-line with a range of social and economic agendas.

Benchmarking in Commonwealth HE
The former Commonwealth Higher Education Management Service (CHEMS) produced in 1998 a magisterial report “Benchmarking in Higher Education: An International Review” (http://www.acu.ac.uk/chems/onlinepublications/961780238.pdf). CHEMS flourished from 1993 to 2001 – for more on the history of CHEMS and a list of its publications see http://www.acu.ac.uk/chems/. The report had two overview chapters and then covered North America, Australia, the UK and continental Europe (focusing mainly on the German-speaking areas).

The report is 80 pages long. Again, it contains little of specific relevance to our challenge, but there are a number of very useful observations that will help us to refine the process.
Chapter 2 has two pertinent observations:

the range of approaches and definitions [for benchmarking] may perhaps be viewed most simply as a continuum, with a data driven and non-process focus at one end, and conceptualisations which integrate benchmarking with TQM as part of coordinated process-driven quality improvement programmes at the other.
Fielden (1997) supports some of these conclusions by observing that a common misconception is that benchmarking is a relatively quick and inexpensive process. Rather, he notes that the converse is true, and it will take considerable time from both senior and middle level staff in universities if frustration and failure is to be avoided. However, such factors – important as they are – appear generic to almost all types of change management, and it is difficult to identify many key implementation factors which do not also apply to TQM, the implementation of ISO 9001, and to other quality systems.
Chapter 3, on the US and Canada, ends with some rather negative conclusions, particularly about Canada.
In summary, it can be concluded first that what is frequently called ‘benchmarking’ in North American higher education really is not true benchmarking; it is typically the systematic generation of management information that can produce performance indicators and may lead to the identification of benchmarks, but it does not often extend to benchmarking by identifying best practices and adapting them to achieve continuous improvement in one’s own institutional context, and even when it does, it seldom goes ‘outside the box’ of one’s peer organizations. Secondly, this so-called ‘benchmarking’ is much more common in the United States than in Canada; while it has both detractors and advocates in the former, the skepticism toward such endeavours (including the use of performance indicators) is so widespread among Canadian universities that (unlike many American initiatives) it will probably never ‘catch on’ north of the border. Finally, true higher education benchmarking is nevertheless being undertaken in both countries but it remains largely invisible to ‘outsiders’, highly individualized among institutions, and narrowly selective in scope. It focuses on the adjustment of processes to improve outcomes, using data that are both quantitative and qualitative; it is an entirely voluntary, mainly private, and natural management activity; and it may be quite personal, unstructured, and idiosyncratic. Those that do engage in it can derive some benefit from the large data-generating operations, especially when efforts are made (as by NACUBO) to standardize and validate the information produced.
Chapter 4 on Australia has nothing of relevance. (Australia is looked at later in this report.)
Chapter 5 on the UK has been largely superseded by Professor Jackson’s report discussed earlier (note that the author of Chapter 5 was Helen Lund, the co-editor of Professor Jackson on the book on benchmarking in UK HE).

Chapter 6 on (the rest of) Europe was typically depressing, but as the author notes, university governance in Europe is changing fast and it is likely that some more relevant material could be available now. However, I have carried out some brief checks at the pan-European level and not found much of interest except for a just-starting EU project involving various open universities.
Chapter 7 (the last) describes the CHEMS benchmarking club – this is not now operational, but seems to have been influential in the initiative described next.
A key European agency

The European Benchmarking Programme on University Management is now in its fifth year of operation. It describes itself [ESMU] as follows:

This Benchmarking Programme offers a unique and cost effective opportunity for participating universities to compare their key management processes with those of other universities. This will help identify areas for change and assist in setting targets for improvement.

Operated by the European Centre for Strategic Management of Universities (ESMU, http://www.esmu.be/), it was launched initially with the Association of Commonwealth Universities, so is likely to blend elements of a European and Commonwealth tradition of management; and thus seems particularly apt for UK universities. A group affiliated to ESMU is the HUMANE group (Heads of University Management & Administration Network in Europe), to which several UK universities belong.
One should note that in 2003, one of the four topics benchmarked was e-learning. For the next phase we are getting more information on what was produced.
The general methodology for the benchmarking process is described in a document [ESMU] at http://www.esmu.be/download/benchmarking/BENCH_YEAR5_INFO_NOTE.doc.
The following extensive excerpts are of interest. The first one is key:
The approach adopted for this benchmarking programme goes beyond the comparison of data-based scores or conventional performance indicators (SSRs, unit costs, completion rates etc.). It looks at the processes by which results are achieved. By using a consistent approach and identifying processes which are generic and relevant, irrespective of the context of the organisation and how it is structured, it becomes possible to benchmark across sectoral boundaries (geography, size, mono/multi site institution. etc.)….

Benchmarking is not a one-off procedure. It is most effective when it is ongoing and becomes part of the annual review of a university’s performance. An improvement should be in advance of, or at least keep pace with, overall trends (there is little benefit in improving by 5% if others are improving by 10%)….

It is difficult and expensive for one university to obtain significant and useful benchmarking data for itself….

An amended set of good practice statements is used by each university to self-assess on a five point scale.
ESMU derives its assessment system from the European Quality Awards and the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Awards in the USA. We shall not in this short report delve further into the methodological background of that.
The conclusions that one can draw from EMSU are oriented to their methodology, rather than to specific criteria.

Activity in UK HE agencies
HEFCE
The term “benchmarking” does not appear as a term in the site index to the HEFCE web site at http://www.hefce.ac.uk/siteindex/ but there are 100 hits on the site for the term itself. However, many of the hits are to do with finance (especially the Transparency Review) and general university governance issues. None are to do with e‑learning and almost none to do with teaching and learning. Thus one can conclude (if one did not know already) at this stage that the topic of benchmarking of e-learning is not of great interest to HEFCE directly – but as the HEFCE e-learning strategy makes clear, HEFCE now see benchmarking as being driven forward re e-learning by JISC and the Higher Education Academy.
JISC

The JISC strategy 2004–06 (http://www.jisc.ac.uk/strategy_jisc_04_06.html) makes just one reference to “benchmark”. This is under Aim Two “To provide advice to institutions to enable them to make economic, efficient and legally compliant use of ICT, respecting both the individual’s and corporate rights and responsibilities”. Paragraph 6 and its first three subparagraphs state:
6.
Offering models which promote innovation within institutions and support institutional planning for the use of ICT. This will include:

6.1
risk analysis and cost of ownership models;

6.2
provision of an observation role, with others, to provide guidelines, benchmarking and a forum for contributors on technology watch;

6.3
more robust evidence base on the effectiveness of ICT;

The JISC response to the earlier DfES e-learning consultation emphasises that benchmarking is important. In its response (http://www.jisc.ac.uk/dfes_elearning.html) to Question 5 on proposed action areas it states:
JISC believes that overall, the action areas will help to realise the vision. There are other important areas which have not been given as much detail within the strategy as they should merit:...
· Focus on international benchmarking in order to ensure that the UK remains highly competitive and at the forefront of developments in e-learning technologies…
Additional to this, a search of the JISC site reveals a number of hits to the phrase “benchmark”. However, only one seems relevant. Funding Call 4/03 “The risks associated with e-Learning investments in FE and HE” (http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=funding_4_03) calls for a study which should

identify any additional research, guidelines, self-help guides, training, best practices and benchmark or analysis tools that should be considered by the JISC, its services, the funding councils or other organisations to improve the effectiveness of strategic and investment planning in this area.
We are following this up.

The Higher Education Academy

The HE Academy has a page specifically on benchmarking (Benchmarking for Self Improvement, http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/914.htm). This helpfully states (our italics):
The advent of QAA subject benchmarking means that most academics are aware of the term and now see it as a process connected to the regulation of academic standards. But there are other meanings and applications of benchmarking that are more concerned with sharing practice and ideas in order to develop and improve....
Collaborative benchmarking processes are structured so as to enable those engaging in the process to compare their services, activities, processes, products, and results in order to identify their comparative strengths and weaknesses as a basis for self-improvement and/or regulation. Benchmarking offers a way of identifying ‘better and smarter’ ways of doing things and understanding why they are better or smarter. These insights can then be used to implement changes that will improve practice or performance.

It then links to a paper on this topic, “Benchmarking in UK HE: An Overview”, by Norman Jackson – which was described earlier.
The majority of the other hits on the term are to do with subject benchmarking and therefore not relevant. But there are some hits from the HEFCE publications on the “e-University”. These are described briefly later.

As note earlier, it is expected by HEFCE that the Higher Education Academy will be doing work, in collaboration with JISC, on benchmarking of e-learning, at some point in the not too distant future.
The Leadership Foundation

Though focused on leadership rather than management, the Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (http://www.leadership-he.com/) launched in March 2004, might be expected to make some reference to benchmarking. However, there is nothing relevant to this study on their web site.
HE agencies in the other UK home nations

Regarding Scotland, there are 50 hits on the SHEFC web site for the term. Most are to do with governance or finance, as with England – but there are a few comments of more general relevance. Given that SHEFC is often thought to be somewhat more “dirigiste” than HEFCE, these comments are of particular interest in terms of seeing their direction of thought.
In their December 2001 press release on Performance Indicators –(http://www.shefc.ac.uk/library/11854fc203db2fbd000000ed8142625d/prhe2701.html​ – SHEFC state (our italics):
Performance indicators do not attempt to show who or what is best overall: higher education is too diverse for that. They do include context statistics and benchmarks to help make sensible comparisons. Institutions are not compared with a crude average for the sector, but with a benchmark that takes account of the subject taught, the entry qualification of the students and the split between young and mature students.
In deciding whether two institutions are comparable, the benchmarks provide a useful guide. Other factors may also be taken into consideration such as the size and mission of the institution. Where the benchmarks are significantly different, we do not recommend comparing the institutions.
The December 2000 Consultation on SHEFC Quality Enhancement Strategy (http://www.shefc.ac.uk/library/06854fc203db2fbd000000f834fcf5dc/hec0700.html) made some useful points about the reasons for benchmarking:

Issue 7: Performance indicators and information on quality

...The Council also wishes to develop and use an appropriately wide range of performance indicators of institutional effectiveness, such as those recently introduced by the UK HE funding bodies. Other indicators, such as retention rates, progression rates, and client satisfaction measures, may also be valuable. The Council notes that the SFEFC has recently concluded that work is required to develop better measures of client satisfaction, and that there may be some opportunities for joint development work across the FE and HE sectors. There is also a need to ensure that Scottish HE can be effectively benchmarked against world standards, and to develop better measures of employability and value added.
Since Scotland has several universities both experienced in e-learning and competing with English universities, this last point is particularly relevant.

In Wales there are no relevant hits on the HEFCW part of the Education and Learning Wales (ELWa) web site; but there are some passing references on the FE part. In particular, the conference proceedings (http://www.elwa.org.uk/elwaweb/doc_bin/Credit%20Framework/proceedings_ECTS_conference_130204.pdf) report that:

…the partner regions (Wales, Tuscany and the Basque Country) are all members of European Association of Regional and Local Authorities for Lifelong Learning (EARLALL)...
The Association offers a useful vehicle for benchmarking our lifelong learning activities with other European regional administrations. EARLALL has enabled us to keep better track of lifelong learning developments across Europe, to participate in Europe-wide debate on lifelong learning and to facilitate the effective sharing of knowledge and best practice across the Lifelong Learning agenda.

English Universities Benchmarking Club

The English Universities Benchmarking Club (EUBC, http://www.eubc.bham.ac.uk/) is a group of eight mainly research-intensive universities set up, funded through the HEFCE fund for Developing Good Management Practice. It aims to develop:

 a Benchmarking infrastructure to support ongoing Benchmarking activities within each member organisation, oriented to student-facing processes, and to develop a methodology that will be recognised as Good Management Practice by other universities. The Club will be self-sustaining in year three of the project and members will resource their own Benchmarking activities having used the HEFCE funding received in years one and two of the project.

The target areas of the Club do not have much to do with e-learning specifically, and seems to have a focus on numerical performance indicators, but it will be useful to keep in touch with it and in particular to monitor the methodology and software tools used.
The following universities are members: Birmingham, Liverpool, Manchester, Nottingham, Sheffield, Southampton, Aston and Manchester Metropolitan. This covers a useful range of university types.

Association of Managers in Higher Education Colleges Benchmarking Project
The Association of Managers in Higher Education Colleges (AMHEC) Benchmarking Project is a collaboration of HE Colleges working together to identify and disseminate good management practice in all areas of Higher Education activity. The project was initially created with support from HEFCE as part of their Good Management Practice initiative. Although the HEFCE web site claims that this is a benchmarking project, the narrative on the web site does not support this interpretation. In view of this and the lack of published outputs from the project, we deferred consideration of it until the next stage. For those interested, see http://www.smuc.ac.uk/benchmarking/.
Consortium for Excellence in Higher Education

The Consortium for Excellence in Higher Education (http://excellence.shu.ac.uk) was established to evaluate the benefits of applying the European Foundation for Quality Management Excellence Model to the Higher Education Sector. The consortium was founded by Sheffield Hallam University, and original members included the Universities of Cranfield, Durham, Salford and Ulster.
The European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM, http://www.efqm.org) is based in Brussels and describes itself as
…the primary source for organisations throughout Europe which are looking for more than quality, but are also striving to excel in their market and in their business. Based in Brussels, EFQM brings together over 700 member organisations and valued partners situated in every geographical region across the globe.

EFQM is the creator of the prestigious European Quality Award which recognises the very top companies each year. EFQM is also the guardian of the EFQM Excellence Model which provides organisations with a guideline to achieve and measure their success.
The Excellence Model is getting a lot of attention in a few universities, but not in most others. In addition, it is not clear as yet that it has much specific relevance to e-learning – in particular, a perusal of the paper abstracts at last conference of the Consortium (“Mirror of Truth”, held in June 2004 at Liverpool John Moores University) did not yield any references to either benchmarking or e-learning. Having said that, the general idea of “excellence” and particular approaches to fostering and measuring it is of great interest to universities and this particular approach should be kept under review.

HE in Australia

Uniserve Science, a development agency based at the University of Sydney, published in 2000 a 177-page manual “Benchmarking in Australian Universities” (http://science.uniserve.edu.au/courses/benchmarking/benchmarking_manual.pdf). This was done under contract to the Australian Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA). Chapter 6 covers “Learning and Teaching” while Chapter 9 covers “Library and Information Services”. While containing little of detailed relevance to e-learning, its tone is enabling rather than prescriptive and it seems (not surprisingly) to have a good understanding of the nature of a university and why it is unlike a business or government agency. In addition, it makes a number of detailed points which will assist people in devising an appropriate methodology for e-learning benchmarking activities, especially beyond the first desk research stage.
On the type of benchmark indicators required, it states:

All too often outputs (or outcomes) measuring the success of past activities have been the only performance measures used. While such lagging indicators provide useful information there is also a need for leading indicators, that is, measures of the drivers of future performance, and learning indicators, measures of the rate of change of performance. There are valid ways of measuring dynamism and innovation. As change must be in particular directions if it is to be effective, there needs to be direct links between all performance measures and the strategic plan of the organisation. (Chapter 1, p.3)

In Chapter 2 there is a useful analysis of issues in the benchmarking process. 

It stresses the need to look at outcomes, rather than the frequent orientation to analysing only processes:

Process v outcomes
Often educational institutions prefer to concentrate on evaluation of processes in preference to outcomes. This manual adopts the position that outcomes matter. Outcomes can, of course, be rates of change and identifiable stages of qualitative improvement as much as numerical scores. Benchmarking of processes is the focus only when direct measurement of outcomes is not possible, or not yet possible, or when such benchmarks provide guidance for improvement.
It stresses the need to look for good practice, especially when what constitutes best practice is unclear or arguable:

The formulation chosen for this manual is ‘good practice’ because of the sensitivities of those who claim that best practice is impossible to identify.
A particular challenge in e-learning is raised by the next point:

Countable v functional
The number of books in a library is not as important as the library’s ability to provide, in a timely way, information needed by university members. Electronic and other means of flexible delivery have already made traditional staff-student ratios a poor benchmark for either resources or quality. The challenge has been to make progress on identifying and formulating benchmarks that measure functional effectiveness rather than simple countables.
As an example, capital expenditure on VLE hardware is likely to be a poor guide to success in e-learning, even when normalised against student FTEs.

On calibration:

Calibration
The constant search in universities is for excellence, for higher standards. Standards will change, hopefully upwards, as a consequence of deeper insights and better measuring tools; or, where the measures are indirect, better definitions. It is basic to this manual that readers remain aware that there will be a need for re-calibration of the benchmarks from time to time as data definitions and data collections improve.
To some extent this was our justification for adding a point 6 on the benchmark scale.

This issue will come up later, when we look at benchmarks derived from the early days of IT deployment in companies.

And finally, it notes the importance of information technology (even in 1999):

In modern universities information technology and telecommunications (IT & T) considerations are so pervasive that it is not possible to consider them as a coherent, separate set of benchmarks... Accordingly, many of the benchmarks in the Manual have an IT component.

Most importantly there is a need for strategic information planning so that the IT and T needs of all units, including the needs for renewal, are integrated. The three most important IT & T topics and the benchmarks that most specifically relate to them are:

1)
IT & T infrastructure (Benchmark 5.14)

2)
Management systems information technology (Benchmarks 3.6 and 3.9)

3)
Information technology in learning and teaching and research (Benchmarks 9.2 and 9.3).

Information Technology
The following describes benchmark 5.14 and the 5-point scale to judge the level of an institution on it. It is so important that we believe it must be quoted in full, including the associated table:
Benchmark Rationale: Information Technology and Telecommunications are integral to the operation of a modern international university. For a university to be world-class its IT & T must at least sustain that status. Access to efficient, networked computing facilities, including access to university-wide information services (e.g., University web sites), and to the Internet, are aspects of the reasonable infrastructure expectations of staff members and students. The efficiency of those services is best measured in terms of availability and reliability. Complementary staff competencies are required for the services to be efficient.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	IT & T agenda not fully worked out.

Resource allocations ad hoc.
60% all staff and research students have access to the network from their work areas.

Network arrangements provide only minimal research assistance.

All students have teaching laboratory access to the network.

Minimal provision of access to the network from off-campus.

Network access is available 90% of the time.

Re-engineering, and disaster management and recovery planning rudimentary.

60% of staff and students have the skills training/knowledge appropriate to their use of the network.

Student acquisition of skills and training largely on own initiative.
No planned programme for development of staff skills and knowledge.
	
	80% of staff and research students have dedicated access to the university’s network from their work areas.

An IT & T agenda comparable to other universities.

Substantial resources allocation.

Network arrangements improve access to research information.

All students have access to network from teaching and general-access laboratories.

All staff and 50% of students have off-site access to the network.

Network access is available 95% of the time.

Effective planning, re-engineering, and disaster management and recovery practices.

80% staff and 70% of students possess the skills/knowledge appropriate to their use of the network.

Staff training and development programme identifies skills required by staff members.

Range of training and awareness opportunities provided to students.

Annual evaluation of staff performance includes identifying training requirements.
	
	An IT & T agenda to give the university competitive advantage.

Resources match the IT & T agenda.

All staff and research students have dedicated access to the university’s network from their work areas.

Network arrangements increasingly facilitate research outcomes.

All students have access to the network from teaching and general access laboratories.

All staff and students have off-site access to the network (whether or not they use it).

Network access is available 99% of the time through effective planning, re-engineering, and disaster management and recovery practices.

All staff and students possess the skills/knowledge appropriate to their use of the network.

Staff training and development programme identifies skills required and ensures acquisition by appropriate staff members.

Student skills training incorporated in the curriculum.

Regular evaluation of staff performance and training requirements.


We shall draw on such tables for the benchmarks we create.
The other benchmarks mentioned do not add anything in the area of e-learning.
Universitas21

In Universitas21 material there are some references to benchmarking; but not regarding e-learning. Their news and activities for January 2003 (http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/news/current.htm) state:
A pilot exercise benchmarking practises in financial management, personnel services and student administration has been carried out by the Managers’ group. Proposals have been made for further benchmarking activity in the fields of timetabling, web interface systems and management information systems. In addition, U21 Heads of Administration have identified five areas in which benchmarking may also improve efficiency and effectiveness....
However, none of these five areas were e-learning.

The omission of anything on learning and teaching is a little surprising, given the focus given to that in earlier U21 announcements, and the belief systems in some members – in particular, note the following from the University of British Columbia description of U21 at http://www.ubcinternational.ubc.ca/universitas_21.htm:
establishment of rigorous international processes for benchmarking in key strategic areas of academic management, research, teaching, and learning.
2.2 Benchmarking in HE e-Learning

There is very little of direct applicability but quite a lot of more general relevance which is helpful to generate “axes of classification” (i.e. rows in our table).

Europe

Coimbra Group

The Coimbra Group (http://www.coimbra-group.be) is a group of around 30 high-ranking universities from across Europe.

Founded in 1985 and formally constituted by Charter in 1987, the Coimbra Group is an association of long-established European multidisciplinary universities of high international standard committed to creating special academic and cultural ties in order to promote, for the benefit of its members, internationalisation, academic collaboration, excellence in learning and research, and service to society. It is also the purpose of the Group to influence European educational policy and to develop best practice through the mutual exchange of experience.

Members of the Coimbra Group (http://www.coimbra-group.be/06_members.htm) include Edinburgh and Oxford in the UK. 

In early 2002 a survey of e-learning activity across the Coimbra Group was carried out under the leadership of Jeff Haywood (Edinburgh). A summary of the findings can be found at http://www.coimbra-group.be/DOCUMENTS/summary.doc. 
This does mention benchmarking, in passing, and some evidence of further activity, or at least plans, in this area is contained in other documents, in particular http://www.coimbra-group.be/DOCUMENTS/portfolio.doc. Thus it is worth extracting relevant benchmarking criteria from the material.
Looking at the survey, the following points come to mind:

· An important criterion on a 5-point scale is “Q1. What is the position of e-learning in your university’s strategic planning, at central and faculty levels?”
· The next question “Q2. What developments do you expect in e-learning in your university in the next 5 years?” cannot be a criterion as such, but we can turn it into a criterion on technology/pedagogy foresight.
· The next few questions do not turn readily into criteria, but the ones on collaboration suggest that this criterion is added.

The Group’s e-learning activities are still active – two workshops “Quality in eLearning” and “Open Source/Open Standards” are being held in Edinburgh in March 2005. These are being followed up.

HE in the United States

In her magisterial report “Distance Learning: A Systems View”, Rosemary Ruhig Du Mont described a range of benchmarking activities in the US relevant to e-learning:

A number of research projects have focused on identifying the range of online student services needed to support students at a distance. In 1997 the Western Cooperative for Educational Telecommunications (WCET) received funding from the Fund for the Improvement of Post Secondary Education (FIPSE) to help western colleges and universities improve the availability and quality of support services provided to distance education students. One of the significant products to come out of the project was a report summarizing the student services being provided to distance education students by institutions of higher education (Dirr, 1999, “Putting Principles into Practice”).
Also in 1997, the American Productivity and Quality Center (APQC) collaborated with the State Higher Education Executive Officers (SHEEO) to produce a comprehensive summary of best practices, Creating Electronic Student Services. In 1999, IBM and the Society for College and University Planning (SCUP) sponsored another benchmarking series of best practices case studies (EDUCAUSE, Institutional Readiness, 2001).
WCET received a follow-up grant in February 2000 under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Education Learning Anytime Anywhere Partnership (LAAP) program. The grant’s purpose was to develop online student services modules and a set of guidelines for other institutions to use (Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, 1999, p. 2; Krauth and Carbajal, 1999). The Guide to Developing Online Student Services, the final product of the LAAP grant, is intended to “help higher education institutions develop effective online approaches to delivering student support services” (Krauth and Carbajal, 2001, p. 1). The most recent compilation of best practices in online student services comes from the Instructional Telecommunications Council, which in 2001 published a volume on student services in distance education (Dalziel and Payne, 20001).
The partnership between APQC and SHEEO actually started in 1996. The study referred to above (Creating Electronic Student Services) was the first such study. A second followed in April 1998. The web site takes up the story. For this version of the review we have quoted extensively from the report, so as to keep material self-contained:
The second study from the APQC/SHEEO partnership, entitled Faculty Instructional Development: Supporting Faculty Use of Technology in Teaching, began in April 1998. Dr. Tony Bates from the University of British Columbia provided content expertise throughout the course of the study.
The purpose of this multi-organization benchmarking study was to identify and examine innovations, best practices, and key trends in the area of supporting the use of technology in teaching, as well as gain insights and learnings about the processes involved. The goal was to enable participants to direct their own faculty instructional development processes more effectively and identify any performance gaps....

Fifty-three institutions, businesses, and government agencies took part in the study.... Seven of the organizations were identified as having an exemplary process for supporting the use of technology in teaching and were invited to participate in the study as benchmarking “best-practice partners.”
There were 14 key findings from the study, quoted below in full:

1. Organizations that are responsive to their external environments are drawn to technology-based learning solutions.

2. Many best-practice organizations take a “total immersion” approach to technology involving the entire community of teachers and learners.

3. Best-practice organizations keep their focus on teaching and learning issues, not the technology itself. However, faculty members must reach a minimum comfort level with the technology before they can realize the deeper educational benefits.

4. There are no shortcuts; best-practice organizations provide sufficient time for planning and implementation of technology-based teaching initiatives.

5. Curriculum redesign is not taught to faculty members but rather emerges through project-oriented faculty development initiatives.

6. Faculty incentives come in many forms. Among the most powerful motivators is newfound pride in teaching.

7. A project team approach can produce a high-quality product and provide the faculty relief from “technology overload.”
8. A variety of departments coordinate instructional development services. Centralized structures and funds support overall organizational strategies, and decentralized structures and funds support “just-in-time” technical assistance.

9. Best-practice organizations have steadily moved toward strategic investments and firm criteria for funding projects.

10. Best-practice organizations do not wait for or depend on external funding for their faculty instructional development initiatives.

11. Faculty spokespeople and mentors are critical to effective dissemination strategies.

12. Effective partnerships for instructional development can leverage resources and improve quality.

13. Best-practice organizations use faculty and student evaluations to adjust instructional strategies.

14. Most best-practice organizations have not attempted to justify technology-based learning on the basis of cost savings. Improvements in learning effectiveness, relevance for the workplace, and widening access have been the key motivators.
This work was done over five years ago and the results may seem now mostly rather obvious. However, although the findings do not all translate directly into benchmarks, they do help in formulating appropriate benchmarks.

Canada

The Commonwealth Benchmarking report of 1998 concluded that in the case of Canada, various institutional, political and union pressures had meant that there had been little progress on this topic. I carried out a Google search on “benchmarking AND e-learning” for material in the last 12 months – it came up with nothing directly relevant. This seems to confirm the theory that benchmarking is still not seen as a Canadian sort of thing.

Netherlands

The Netherlands is a country that the UK e-learning and networking community – JISC, ALT and UKERNA especially – look to as a source of ideas and cooperation. This is true even though the management of universities is still more under the control of the state and the ideas of competition much less developed. Again, I carried out a Google search on “benchmarking AND e-learning” for material in the last 12 months – it came up with nothing directly relevant. This seems to confirm the theory that benchmarking is still not seen as a Dutch sort of thing either. However, there were some hits in the area of the EADTU development plan concerning an EU-funded project called E-xcellence which started in early 2005. This is being followed up with contacts at the OU, who are members of EADTU. (EADTU is the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities.)
2.3
Benchmarking in Education outside HE

Learning and Skills Council (England)
The Learning and Skills Development Agency produced in 2002, under a grant from the Learning and Skills Council, a benchmarking guide “Benchmarking for the Learning and Skills Sector”. This is available at http://www.nln.ac.uk/lsda/self_assessment/files/Benchmark.pdf. It contains nothing specific to e-learning, but is full of useful information on benchmarking techniques and processes. Indeed, a combination of this guide and the Australian benchmarking guide would provide a very useful handbook for any future e-learning benchmarking exercise in UK HE – provided that there is agreement on the benchmarks.
The guide contains a useful introductory chapter “What is benchmarking?” describing the various kinds of benchmarking: metric, diagnostic and process benchmarking. Most of the rest of the guide is taken up with an excellent description of how to do process benchmarking, working with a benchmarking partner. If and when UK universities want to take e-learning benchmark work to the stage of benchmark partnerships, the guide could in our view be very useful.

Becta

The Becta web site gives 19 hits for “benchmarking”. However, none of them seem relevant to our work. This is somewhat counter-intuitive and we are checking this with Becta. Meanwhile, see the material on NLN below.
National Learning Network
Some readers from the UK HE sector may not know much about the National Learning Network. As it says on their web site (http://www.nln.ac.uk):
The national learning network (NLN) is a national partnership programme designed to increase the uptake of Information Learning Technology (ILT) across the learning and skills sector in England. Supported by the LSC and other sector bodies, the NLN achieves this by providing network infrastructure and a wide-ranging programme of support, information and training, as well as the development and provision of ILT materials for teaching and learning.
The initiative began in 1999 with the aim of helping to transform post-16 education. To date, the Government’s investment in the NLN totals £156 million over a five year period. Initially for the benefit of further education and sixth form colleges, the NLN programme of work is now being rolled out to workplace learning and Adult and Community Learning.
Evaluation of the National Learning Network has been carried out in several phases by a team consisting of the Learning and Skills Development Agency and Sheffield Hallam University, with the assistance and support of Becta. (The author should declare an interest in having led the SHU evaluation team for the first two years of its life.) This evaluation work has generated a wealth of information including material highly relevant to the benchmarking of e-learning. In particular, there is a self-assessment tool to allow institutions to judge the extent to which they have embedded ILT into their operations. (Note that ILT is the phrase used in FE.) The Guidelines for this tool (http://www.nln.ac.uk/lsda/self_assessment/files/Self_assessment_tool_Guidelines.doc) describe it as follows:
The ILT self-assessment tool has been developed from the FENTO ILT standards by the Learning and Skills Development Agency as part of the NLN initiative. It enables institutions to measure the extent to which they have embedded ILT into teaching and learning and to identify priorities for development… Use of the tool will also support a valuable sector benchmarking exercise to obtain baseline data on the embedding of ILT into teaching and learning.

The tool uses a 5-level classification of the level of ILT use. This is based on early work by MIT on the adoption of IT by companies, which was further refined by Becta. The model has levels as follows, from least to greatest use of ILT:

1. Localised

2. Coordinated

3. Transformative

4. Embedded

5. Innovative

Further information on this can be found in the Guidelines, but considerably more detail can be found in a chapter on the CITSCAPES Developmental Tool (http://www.citscapes.ac.uk/products/phase1/ch10.pdf), a version of the tool oriented to development of student skills in ICT.
There is a translation of the levels into specific features. This is given below. The rows in italics are where we feel that there is most deviation in concept or in metrics between FE and HE practice:
	
	5
LOCALISED
	4
CO-ORDINATED
	3
TRANSFORMATIVE
	2
EMBEDDED
	1
INNOVATIVE
Key note: demand led, highly client focused provision

	Strategic management
	Responsibility for ILT delegated to identified staff.
	A co-ordinated approach to ILT development encouraged and supported.
	Staffing structure reviewed and appropriate new posts created and supported by senior management.
	Ensures that ILT is used across the curriculum and for management and administrative applications.
	Significant strategic commitment to use of ILT in learning.

	ILT management
	Takes place mainly in isolation with little co-ordination of ILT across the institution.
	Central IT management function identified. Management involved in curriculum development to co-ordinate ILT practice across the institution. Contributes to planning of staff development.
	Acts as a catalyst for change. Management takes account of current applications of ILT in education. Supports the development of differentiated learning programmes through ILT.
	Monitors and supports ILT integration across the curriculum. Able to advise on models of good practice and innovation.
	

	Learning resources management
	Learning resources are managed without reference to ILT resources.
	Senior member of staff has overall responsibility for all learning resources. Learning resource and ILT management are co-ordinated.
	Learning and ILT resource provision co-ordinated and integrated.
	Learning resources are available in a range of formats and locations to provide support for a range of needs.
	

	ILT strategy
	Strategy not developed but some staff, or departments, are integrating ILT in their schemes of work.
	Draft ILT strategy in place which bears reference to the overarching college mission. Extent of ILT use identified and recorded. Full inventory of resources available.
	Staff actively contribute to process of updating and expanding existing ILT strategy and to its implementation in the curriculum.
	ILT strategy takes account of changes in teaching and learning styles arising from the potential of ILT’s exploitation.
	

	Staff development
	Individual training for personal development is provided on an ad-hoc basis
	A co-ordinated approach to generic IT training e.g. spreadsheets, word processing, databases. Recognition of additional skills to support the integration of ILT in the curriculum.
	Curriculum- and MIS-based ILT training for most staff by internal and external trainers. Appropriate training for non-teaching staff. Recognition of new skills needed to facilitate changing teaching and learning styles.
	ILT is integrated intuitively into all areas of the work of the college. Staff take responsibility for identifying their own staff development needs.
	Staff trained in tutoring and timely intervention.

	Integration of curriculum and administration data
	Limited ILT use in curriculum and in administration. MIS used for administration.
	Staff recognise the value of ILT in handling administration and curriculum data.
	Outputs used to support planning and decision making.
	Staff systematically use ILT systems to generate curriculum and management information.
	Flexible course delivery using ILT appropriately.

	Teaching and learning styles
	Individual tutors and learners explore the potential of ILT in learning in an ad-hoc way.
	ILT used to support and enhance existing teaching and learning practice across the institution.
	New, ILT-based approaches to teaching, supporting a range of learning styles, incorporated into curriculum planning, strategy and practice.
	Tutors recognise ILT’s power to encourage higher order skills, e.g. problem solving. Suitable uses of ILT incorporated into learning strategies.
	

	Learner IT skills
	Some staff exploit learners basic IT skills but with little attempt to integrate ILT into learning and assessment process.
	Curriculum areas provide contexts for the development of IT skills and their assessment. Generic skills may be developed through IT courses.
	Staff acknowledge high level of learner IT skills and devise appropriate learning situations which reflect and allow development of those skills.
	Learner use of IT is appropriate in the context of their learning experience and its application is regularity re-evaluated.
	

	Technical support
	Technical support sporadic and unreliable. No systematic procedures in place.
	Centrally managed and co-ordinated technical support. Support request, fault reporting, etc. procedures clearly defined.
	Non-academic support staff available to support student learning and staff development activities.
	Technical and learning support rotes have evolved to encompass developmental and advisory activities
	Efficient, client -driven resource deployment.

	Funding
	IT is funded on an ad-hoc basis.
	Centrally co-ordinated funding of IT through a single budget holder. ILT funding co-ordinated.
	Staff development represents a significant proportion of overall ILT funding programme.
	Innovative methods of funding ILT developments are explored and exploited.


	

	Physical resources
	Individual departments control and explore potential of ILT resources.
	Provision of ILT facilities is centrally funded and co-ordinated. Provision recognises the importance of non curriculum-specific applications of ILT in the learning process.
	A mixed economy of provision leading to resource areas being developed throughout the institution, e.g. ILT in science or art and design areas.
	Open-access to ILT resources which are increasingly used for flexible and independent learning.
	

	External links
	Informal links developed by individual departments that exploit ILT resources and/or expertise of commercial, industrial, academic and other institutions.
	The institution’s links with external agencies centrally co-ordinated. Links regularly reviewed and considered for mutual benefit.
	Impact of external links on curriculum focus. The community and other external agendas provide support, e.g. local employers contribute to curriculum review and development.
	Contact with the external agencies influences the development of the institution’s thinking on the educational use of ILT.
	Focus on community improvement through education.

	Record keeping
	Individuals or departments use ILT for simple record-keeping e.g. word-processed student lists or simple databases.
	A co-ordinated and centralised approach to record keeping is implemented across the institution. Data entered mainly by administrative staff.
	Individual tutors actively engage with a centralised MIS. Some academic staff access the system on-line.
	Data entry and retrieval is an accepted part of every tutor’s practice.
	Diagnostic assessment and guidance on demand.

	Evaluation and assessment
	Reacts to external pressure, e.g. GNVQ.
	College looks outward (e.g. to other institutions) for examples of good practice.
	Systematic use of ILT for assessment, recording and reporting.
	ILT-based record systems used to inform curriculum development and planning In the institution.
	


This classification has informed our benchmarking. However, there are two main objections to its applicability in every detail:
· It is based on FE thinking – and on the whole, UK HE likes to take its own view on such matters, especially when it has been using IT for many years, in most cases much longer than FE. Several criteria will have to be reinterpreted for HE and several others “re-normalised”, i.e. the measurement base changed – see in particular the italics in the above table.
· The methodological base is 14-year old thinking from MIT about how IT transforms companies who did not formerly have IT – but most universities and large companies are on their third wave of innovation with IT. Even the version developed by Becta from the MIT work is nearly 10 years old.
Ufi (LearnDirect)
There has not been time for this version of the review to fully analyse Ufi material for relevance to the problem. This is being done for the next phase, when further attention will be paid to the relevance of benchmarking for corporate e-learning. Contact is being made with Ufi to check out the situation including with respect to NLN work.
NHSU

There are a few references to benchmarking on the NHSU site (http://www.nhsu.nhs.uk) but most are not relevant to e-learning in particular or are phrased in the plans in too general a way to be useful. Contact is being made with staff and consultants at NHSU to ensure that nothing has been missed.
2.4
Benchmarking in e-Training

The corporate/governmental sector, and those consultancies who advise them, have spent more time than the HE sector in developing benchmarks. The following reports are not a complete set of material on benchmarks but were the ones that seemed particularly significant.
UK

NHS

Cumbria and Lancashire Strategic Health Authority commissioned in July 2004 a “Toolkit for Evaluating E-learning Projects” from Professor Alan Gillies of the Health Informatics Research Unit at the University of Central Lancashire. This is designed to help local NHS managers evaluate their e-learning projects, but I felt that it might have wider applicability. Note that every NHS Trust is required to have an e-learning strategy (independent of whatever NHSU might have been planning to do, before it was part-absorbed into the NHS Institute for Learning, Skills and Innovation).

The Toolkit report can be found at http://www.clwdc.nhs.uk/documents/EvaluationToolkitElearning.doc.

The document starts off with looking at a number of standard measures for the quality of the underpinning IT for the e-learning: standards, reliability, usability, portability and interoperability. This is within the standard IT benchmarking area so that we will not dwell on it. The document then goes on to look at impact on learners (section 3) – and here there is an interesting classification of levels of proficiency. Rather than use this for learners, our feeling is that it is equally relevant to staff skill levels.
The methodology was adapted by Gillies from earlier work by Storey, Gillies and Howard, and is based ultimately on work by Dreyfus. Here I have added 1 to the levels and reworded the descriptions in terms of staff competences in e-learning.

	Level (+1)
	Gillies Description for NHS workers
	Our description for e-learning in HE

	Level 1
	This does not form a part of the current or future role of the worker
	This does not form a part of the current or future role of the worker. (Relatively few staff, mainly manual workers, will fall into this category.)

	Level 2

Foundation
	The practitioner would contribute to care delivery whilst under the direct supervision of others more proficient in this competency. (This level of attainment may apply to the practitioner gaining experience and developing skills and knowledge in the competency)
	The practitioner would contribute to care delivery whilst under the direct supervision of others more proficient in this competency.

	Level 3

Intermediate
	The practitioner can demonstrate acceptable performance in the competency and has coped with enough real situations in the workplace to require less supervision and guidance, but they are not expected to demonstrate full competence or practice autonomously.
	The practitioner can demonstrate acceptable performance in the competency and has coped with enough real situations in the workplace to require less supervision and guidance, but they are not expected to demonstrate full competence or practice autonomously.

	Level 4

Proficient
	A practitioner who consistently applies the competency standard. The practitioner demonstrates competence through the skills and ability to practice safely and effectively without the need for direct supervision. (The Proficient Practitioner may practice autonomously, and supervise others, within a restricted range of competences.
	A practitioner who consistently applies the competency standard. The practitioner demonstrates competence through the skills and ability to practice safely and effectively without the need for direct supervision. (The Proficient Practitioner may practice autonomously, and supervise others, within a restricted range of competences.

	Level 5

Advanced
(The maximum level that one could expect or train for.)
	The Advanced Practitioner is autonomous and reflexive, perceives situations as wholes, delivers care safely and accurately and is aware of current best practice. Advanced Practitioners understand a situation as a whole because they perceive its meaning in terms of long-term goals. (The Advanced Practitioner is likely to be leading a team; delivering and supervising care delivery, evaluating the effectiveness of care being delivered and may also contribute to the education and training of others)
	The Advanced Practitioner is autonomous and reflexive, perceives situations as wholes, delivers e-learning well and accurately and is aware of current best practice. Advanced Practitioners understand a situation as a whole because they perceive its meaning in terms of long-term goals. (The Advanced Practitioner is likely to be leading a team; delivering and supervising e- delivery, evaluating the effectiveness of e-learning being delivered and may also contribute to the education and training of others.)

	Level 6

Expert
(The “Exceeding Expectations” level)
	The Expert Practitioner is able to demonstrate a deeper understanding of the situation and contributes to the development and dissemination of knowledge through the teaching and development of others. The Expert Practitioner is likely to have their own caseload and provide advice, guidance and leadership to other professionals involved in the delivery or provision of health and social care.
	The Expert Practitioner is able to demonstrate a deeper understanding of the situation and contributes to the development and dissemination of knowledge through the teaching and development of others. The Expert Practitioner is likely to have their own caseload of e-learning work and provide advice, guidance and leadership to other professionals involved in the delivery or provision of e-learning.


Section 4 of the toolkit describes a capability maturity model to describe the adoption of e-learning by an organisation. This is described below, again both in its original form and in an edited form more suitable for HE e-learning.
	Level
	Description
	Explanation
	A version for HE

	1
	Ad hoc
	E-learning is used in an ad hoc manner by early adopters and enthusiasts
	E-learning is used in an ad hoc manner by early adopters and enthusiasts.

	2
	Systematic
	An e-learning strategy in line with the regional strategy has been written and organisational commitment has been obtained
	An e-learning strategy in line with the University e-learning strategy has been written and departmental commitment has been obtained in each department.

	3
	Implemented
	The e-learning strategy has been implemented across the Trust. A plan is in place to take developments forward
	The e-learning strategy has been implemented across the University. A plan is in place to take developments forward in each department.

	4
	Monitored
	Progress against the plan is measured and steps taken to correct slippage and non-conformance
	Progress against the plan is measured and steps taken to correct slippage and non-conformance

	5
	Embedded
	Initial goals have been reached: efforts are concentrated on continuous improvement in application of e-learning
	Initial goals have been reached: efforts are concentrated on continuous improvement in application of e-learning.

	6
	Sustainable
(as envisioned in DfES thinking)
	
	E-learning does not need special funding any more; it takes place within the normal business of the institution to the level required by its mission.


My feeling is that this taxonomy is rather less successful, and needs to be checked against other adoption models from business and education before a criterion in this area can be developed. Such adoption models include those used by Becta and JISC.
USA

Bersin
Bersin & Associates (http://www.bersin.com) describes itself as “a leading provider of research and consulting services in e-learning technology and implementation” with “more than 25 years of experience in e-learning, training, and enterprise technology”. It has many large corporate clients. The Bersin page on “e-learning program audits” – http://www.bersin.com/services/audit_bench_studies.asp – asks:

· How does your strategy compare to that of your peers?

· What are your costs relative to those of your peers?

· What is your organization structure relative to those of your peers?

· How do your technology and implementation plans compare to your peers?

We have tried to take account of all these points in our benchmarks.
Hezel

Hezel Associates is a US consultancy company well-regarded in e-learning circles. Their mission is that:

We help our clients successfully create, manage and improve their educational initiatives by providing them with critical information for making sound, cost-effective decisions.

Their client list includes many large companies and intergovernmental organisations as well as several state education and higher education commissions – and a number of universities. These include Regis University (who run a joint online Masters degree in business with Ulster University – so there is a UK link), Syracuse University, and the University of Texas System.

Their article “Benchmarking for E-Learning Quality” – http://www.hezel.com/strategies/fall2004/benchmarking.htm – asks five main questions:

· Does your institution have goals that speak of quality?
· What are the strategies the institution uses to achieve quality?
· Is your distance learning unit aligned with the institution’s goals?
· How do you measure your own achievements? What are the measures you use to determine whether you are successful?
· What process do you use to make change and improve quality?
These criteria are rather vaguer than those of Bersin but we have attempted to take them into account in our benchmarks.

American Productivity and Quality Center
The American Productivity and Quality Center (APQC, http://www.apqc.org) is a non profit organization providing expertise in benchmarking and best practices research. They claim that:

APQC helps organizations adapt to rapidly changing environments, build new and better ways to work, and succeed in a competitive marketplace.

Their benchmarking methodology is described at http://www.apqc.org/portal/apqc/site/generic?path=/site/benchmarking/methodologies.jhtml. They use a four-phase methodology that “has proved successful for more than 25 years. The phases are: plan, collect, analyze, and adapt.”
One of their services is the International Benchmarking Clearinghouse. Among other features this has a Code of Conduct for benchmarkers (see http://www.awwa.org/science/qualserve/overview/14benchmarkingcodeofconduct.pdf). Though couched in legal and corporate form, it could have some lessons for academia.

Some APQC-related projects in HE have been described earlier in this review. In this section the focus is on APQC in corporate training.

In 2002, APQC published a study entitled “Planning, Implementing and Evaluating E-Learning Initiatives”. The Executive Summary of this can be found at http://www.apqc.org/portal/apqc/ksn/01Planning_ExSum.pdf?paf_gear_id=contentgearhome&paf_dm=full&pageselect=contentitem&docid=110147 and a brief overview at http://www.researchandmarkets.com/reportinfo.asp?report_id=42763. Although no universities were among the partner organisations benchmarked (although the Army Management Staff College and two corporate universities were included), the sponsors of the study included Eastern Michigan University and the Ohio University Without Boundaries, whose names and roles suggests that they did not just provide funds but were operationally interested in the outcomes. Moreover, the Subject Matter Expert was Dr Roger Schank, a famous name in e-learning and cognitive science. The study states:
Drawing on input from Subject Matter Expert (SME) Roger Schank and secondary research literature, the APQC study team identified three key areas for research. These areas guided the design of the data collection instruments and were the basis on which findings have been developed. Brief descriptions of the three areas follow.

1. Planning the e-learning initiative

- Designing the transition from traditional training to e-learning

- Identifying the resources needed (e.g., financial and human)

- Determining instructional methods

- Anticipating and controlling organizational impact
2. Implementing the e-learning initiative

- Marketing and promoting the e-learning initiative

- Piloting the program
3. Evaluating the e-learning initiative

- Measuring the costs and benefits in the short and long term
- Measuring quality, including effectiveness and Kirkpatrick’s four levels of evaluation

- Measuring service (availability and accessibility)

- Measuring speed (responsiveness)
The study summary continues by describing the key findings. The statements about of best-practice organisations correspond to points 5 or 6 on our scales. It should be fairly easy to adapt these statements for universities – but in a few cases we have added a gloss in [ ] sections:
1. Planning the e-learning initiative

- In best-practice organizations, learning strategies link to overall organizational strategies.

- E-learning initiatives in best-practice organizations receive strong, demonstrated support from senior-level executives and/or steering bodies.

- Best-practice organizations assess cultural and organizational readiness for e-learning.

- Most best-practice organizations develop marketing and communication plans for the e-learning initiative. [We treat these as separate.]
2. Implementing the e-learning initiative

- E-learning teams in best-practice organizations build strong relationships with other key business units within the organization.

- Best-practice organizations carefully assess both the need for technology and the technology available before adding new capabilities to their portfolio.

- Best-practice organizations develop a single, integrated learning portal for professional development.

- E-learning initiatives in best-practice organizations are employee-focused. [We say student-focused.]
- Best-practice organizations provide supportive learning environments for employees. [Students. But do not forget the needs of staff.]
- Best-practice organizations demonstrate a combination of delivery approaches for e-learning solutions.

3. Evaluating the e-learning initiative

- Best-practice organizations employ a variety of measurement techniques to evaluate the e-learning initiative.

- Best-practice organizations link evaluation activities to organizational strategies.
ASTD

Mention should also be made of the American Society for Training and Development report “Training for the Next Economy: An ASTD State of the Industry Report on Trends in Employer-Provided Training in the United States”. It is full of benchmarks. Life is so much easier, benchmark-wise, in the corporate sector.
3.
Review of the Literature from Virtual Universities and e‑Universities
The work on Critical Success Factors for e-universities was re-scrutinised. However, I decided that it was too specific to e-universities to be helpful for a wider benchmarking exercise across HE e-learning. Those interested in challenging this view or reading more should start with Chapter 1 of the e‑University Compendium, Introduction to Virtual Universities and e-Universities” at http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/learningandteaching/eUniCompendium_chap01.doc.
I felt that the same conclusion applied to the increasing volume of material on state-wide Virtual University consortia in the US.
4.
Other Input to Classification Schemes

4.1
“Early Adopter” Theories
In his classic book “Diffusion of Innovations” (1995), Everett Rogers described how innovations propagate throughout institutions or societies. He described five categories:

1. innovators

2. early adopters

3. early majority

4. late majority

5. laggards

He also described the typical bell-shaped curve giving the number of people in each category. We can turn this into a benchmarking criterion by measuring what stage an institution is at. As [Merwe] points out:

Rogers claims that the ideal pattern of the rate of adoption of an innovation is represented as an S-shaped curve, with time on the x-axis and number of adopters on the y-axis...

Rogers theorizes that an innovation goes through a period of slow gradual growth before experiencing a period of relatively dramatic and rapid growth. The theory also states that following the period of rapid growth, the innovation’s rate of adoption will gradually stabilise and eventually decline.
This then gives the following criterion for stage of adoption of e-learning:

1. innovators only

2. early adopters taking it up

3. early adopters adopted it, early majority taking it up

4. early majority adopted it, late majority taking it up

5. all taken it up except laggards, who are now taking it up (or leaving or retiring).
Given a desire for a 6th point of “exceeding expectations” one can add this as:

6. first wave embedded, second wave of innovation under way (e.g. m-learning after e-learning).
There is a good review of Rogers’ theories in Orr’s report at http://www.stanford.edu/class/symbsys205/Diffusion%20of%20Innovations.htm.
4.2
The e-Learning Maturity Model

There is some interesting work in Australia/New Zealand by Marshall and Mitchell on what they call the “e-Learning Maturity Model” – this seems likely to add another useful numeric measure to our portfolio. The model has been developed out of work on the Capability Maturity Model and from the SPICE approach to software process improvement. There is a project web site at http://www.utdc.vuw.ac.nz/research/emm/. The model is described in [M&M] and backed up by a literature search in [Marshall].
The documents give a classification of processes relevant to e-learning, into:

· Learning – with direct impact on pedagogical aspects of e-learning

· Development – surrounding the creation and maintenance of e-learning resources

· Co-ordination – surrounding the oversight and management of e-learning

· Evaluation – surrounding the evaluation and quality control of e-learning throughout its entire lifecycle

· Organisation – associated with institutional planning and management.

The classification of processes and the orientation to the entire lifecycle has a substantial amount in common with that used for activity-based costing analysis of e-learning, in particular the CNL studies in the UK – a key paper of which (speaking as one of the authors) was presented as [CNL] in Australia in 1999.
The e-Learning Maturity Model has six levels of “process capability”:

	5
	Optimising
	Continual improvement in all aspects of the e-Learning process

	4
	Managed
	Ensuring the quality of both the e-learning resources and student learning outcomes

	3
	Defined
	Defined process for development and support of e-Learning

	2
	Planned
	Clear and measurable objectives for e-learning projects

	1
	Initial
	Ad-hoc processes

	0
	Not performed
	Not done at all


For benchmarking work I re-normalise these with 0 becoming 1 in the Likert scale and 5 becoming 6, thus “exceeding expectations” (few organisations could claim realistically to be at level 6 yet).

4.3
Input from the US “Quality in Distance Education” Literature

There is a large body of work in the US on “Quality in Distance Education”. While this is targeted to off-campus activity and much of it predates the widespread diffusion of e-learning into distance learning, we believe that it will be a valuable source of benchmark information, but the gold nuggets are likely to be spread thinly through the material. In the next phase of this work it will be important to mine the “quality” literature to drill out benchmark information.
In particular, the paper “Reliability and Validity of a Student Scale for Assessing the Quality of Internet-Based Distance Learning” by Craig Scanlan contains some relevant measures and an excellent bibliography.
Some of the other quality literature now makes reference to benchmarking, but usually as yet in a rather minimal way.

A readable yet scholarly introduction to this literature is “The Quality Dilemma in Online Education” by Nancy Parker of Athabasca University. Although she makes only one reference to benchmarking (in other than its subject sense), the point is telling for the direction of future work:
It has also been suggested that the thinking on quality assurance will have to shift dramatically, from external “compliance-based approaches” toward “comparative benchmarking” and mutual recognition arrangements for international quality standards.
We are also grateful to the Parker report for reminding us of the great value of the ground-breaking report by Phipps & Merisotis, “Quality on the line: Benchmarks for success in Internet-based education”, published in 2000. This study gives 24 benchmarks, in the sense of “statements of good practice”, that distance learning operations should adhere to. We list all 24 below:
Institutional Support Benchmarks

1. A documented technology plan that includes electronic security measures (i.e., password protection, encryption, back-up systems) is in place and operational to ensure both quality standards and the integrity and validity of information.

2. The reliability of the technology delivery system is as failsafe as possible.

3. A centralized system provides support for building and maintaining the distance education infrastructure.

Course Development Benchmarks
4. Guidelines regarding minimum standards are used for course development, design, and delivery, while learning outcomes—not the availability of existing technology—determine the technology being used to deliver course content.

5. Instructional materials are reviewed periodically to ensure they meet program standards.
6. Courses are designed to require students to engage themselves in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation as part of their course and program requirements.

Teaching/Learning Benchmarks

7. Student interaction with faculty and other students is an essential characteristic and is facilitated through a variety of ways, including voice-mail and/or e-mail.

8. Feedback to student assignments and questions is constructive and provided in a timely manner.

9. Students are instructed in the proper methods of effective research, including assessment of the validity of resources.

Course Structure Benchmarks
10. Before starting an online program, students are advised about the program to determine (1) if they possess the self-motivation and commitment to learn at a distance and (2) if they have access to the minimal technology required by the course design.

11. Students are provided with supplemental course information that outlines course objectives, concepts, and ideas, and learning outcomes for each course are summarized in a clearly written, straightforward statement.

12. Students have access to sufficient library resources that may include a “virtual library” accessible through the World Wide Web.

13. Faculty and students agree upon expectations regarding times for student assignment completion and faculty response.

Student Support Benchmarks
14. Students receive information about programs, including admission requirements, tuition and fees, books and supplies, technical and proctoring requirements, and student support services.
15. Students are provided with hands-on training and information to aid them in securing material through electronic databases, interlibrary loans, government archives, news services, and other sources.

16. Throughout the duration of the course/program, students have access to technical assistance, including detailed instructions regarding the electronic media used, practice sessions prior to the beginning of the course, and convenient access to technical support staff.

17. Questions directed to student service personnel are answered accurately and quickly, with a structured system in place to address student complaints.

Faculty Support Benchmarks
18. Technical assistance in course development is available to faculty, who are encouraged to use it.

19. Faculty members are assisted in the transition from classroom teaching to online instruction and are assessed during the process.

20. Instructor training and assistance, including peer mentoring, continues through the progression of the online course.

21. Faculty members are provided with written resources to deal with issues arising from student use of electronically-accessed data.

Evaluation and Assessment Benchmarks
22. The program’s educational effectiveness and teaching/learning process is assessed through an evaluation process that uses several methods and applies specific standards.

23. Data on enrollment, costs, and successful/ innovative uses of technology are used to evaluate program effectiveness.

24. Intended learning outcomes are reviewed regularly to ensure clarity, utility, and appropriateness.
How to use these benchmarks

It is important to note that these benchmarks have already been distilled down from a longer list which was “market researched” with six institutions active in distance learning. I propose making two more adjustments:

· Removing some which with the benefit of five years more experience, can be seen to be irrelevant to success or best practice.

· Compositing some together.

Finally it is important to note that these are not benchmarks in the sense of this review, instead they are aspirational statements of best practice, or at least of good practice. Thus for each one I rewrite it into a form which allows a quantitative measurement, usually in the 6-point scale with supporting narrative. For example:

· The program’s educational effectiveness and teaching/learning process is assessed through an evaluation process that uses several methods and applies specific standards
becomes something like:

· Evaluation of educational effectiveness: frequency, depth and range of instruments used.
Other US agencies

We have also reviewed all the hits for “benchmarking AND e-learning” within the WCET area and that related to EDUCAUSE. There is a belief in some circles that EDUCAUSE “must have done” work in benchmarking of e-learning (not just in benchmarking of IT) – we could find no direct evidence of this, but it may be buried in conference presentations not catalogued by Google – thus further searching will be required to be absolutely sure.
4.4
Costs of Networked Learning

There are two main points of relevance from the CNL studies for JISC in the 1999-2001 period. Firstly, the 3-phase model of course development derived for CNL gives a reasonable classification of processes which was checked against all other worldwide costing methodologies of the era, including in the US, Canada and Australia as well as UK and commercial practice. See [CNL] for some examples and a short bibliography. The model is as follows:

1. Planning & Development

2. Production & Delivery

3. Maintenance & Evaluation.
Many observers have pointed out that the model breaks down as neatly into 6 phases. These correlate quite well with the process groupings discussed earlier – by the way, it is part of the CNL approach that “management” can be often viewed best as being outside the three phases, thus giving a seventh level of process – in other words, the “management as overhead” viewpoint.

Since the CNL work was done some years and several jobs ago, even as the leader of the work I had to re-scrutinise in detail the CNL and related material for information about benchmarks rather than rely on memory. It turned out, to my disappointment, that most are about general management and financial processes, and a few about IT, with none about benchmarking specifically in e-learning.
4.5
Work at Specific Universities

Work at specific universities on e-strategies and e-learning strategies can give some useful insights into dimensions that one might build into benchmarking. The universities are likely to be seen as sector exemplars for many UK universities. Two leading examples are now described.
The University of Warwick

Warwick has a well-regarded e-strategy (http://www.estrategy.warwick.ac.uk/FinalDoc/) including an e-learning strategy (http://www.estrategy.warwick.ac.uk/FinalDoc/elearnDoc/elearndoc.html) with an associated proposal to set up a new e-learning development unit (http://www.estrategy.warwick.ac.uk/FinalDoc/elearnUnitDoc/elearnunitdoc.html).

A number of the topics raised in the e-learning strategy led to a refinement of our earlier ideas. These include:

· Degree of development of Intellectual Property policies re e-learning

· Degree of development of staff recognition policies (including promotion, financial rewards, etc) for those with excellence in e-learning

There is a further topic “Degree of progress in Computer-Assisted Assessment” which may not be relevant to all HEIs but which should be at least part of a bundle of benchmarks in the area of “Progress in use of e-tools”.

The University of Sydney

The University of Sydney is one of the leading universities in Australia, usually ranked within the first three. It is a member of the “Group of Eight” leading research-led universities in Australia (http://www.go8.edu.au/) – a kind of Australian equivalent of the Russell Group in the UK – which consists of the Universities of Adelaide, Melbourne, Monash, New South Wales, Queensland, Sydney and Western Australia, together with the Australian National University.
Sydney has a well-worked out and publicly available Learning and Teaching Strategy sets of documents (http://www.usyd.edu.au/quality/teaching/docs/revised_tandl_plan_2004.pdf). It has a web page describing its benchmark activities, some of which cover aspects of e-learning (http://www.usyd.edu.au/quality/teaching/mou.shtml).

UKeU

It might have been thought that UK eUniversities Worldwide Limited (UKeU) would have carried out some benchmarking work in e-learning. From my own time there, I recall many references to subject benchmarking, considerable use of the word in an informal sense (e.g. in marketing brochures and PR material), and use of the word in its proper sense in consultancy and market research reports (from third parties) that one way or another appeared at UKeU; thus nothing directly relevant from UKeU sources. In the next phase of the review work this view will be cross-checked with other former UKeU staff, and consideration given to the Committee for Academic Quality mechanisms (which had input from QAA sources) and in particular the “techno-pedagogic review” procedures for courses – this is the most likely area where something of relevance will be found. Some related documents such as the WUN “Good practice guide for Approval of Distributed Learning Programmes including e Learning and Distance Learning” (http://w02-0618.web.dircon.net/elearning/papers/qaguidelines.doc) should also prove informative.
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7.
The Benchmark Taxonomy
In its first version the taxonomy was a rapidly developed tool to kick-start a specific exercise in benchmarking. After reflecting for a short period on appropriate benchmarks derived from the author’s earlier work on evaluation, costing and critical success factors, a restless night and an early-morning writing session delivered an outline system. 

Then a much more substantial piece of work was done to produce the top-level literature search described in this paper. This has allowed the original framework to be refined and “back-filled”, to some extent. 
However, it needs piloting against many test sites, to see what benchmark criteria are discoverable from desk research.

It also needs scrutinised in much more detail against the information found in this literature search. This is normally done (compare CNL) by taking each original tabulation and adding a column to reflect its mapping into our view (as was done in this report for the NHS toolkit). It will be particularly important to do this very thoroughly for the 24 IHEP benchmarks and for the NLN ILT self-assessment tool.
Finally, it needs feedback from any readers of this opus.
With these provisos, we present the version on the next five pages as suitable for piloting in both external desk research studies and internal or collaborative benchmarking studies/clubs. The pages are in landscape format. 
	
	Level
	
	

	Factor
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	Notes
	Instrument

	Adoption phase overall (Rogers)
	Innovators only
	Early adopters taking it up
	Early majority taking it up
	Late majority taking it up
	All taken it up except some laggards
	First wave embedded and universal, second wave starting
	How many segments of the Rogers model are engaged
	Interviews, surveys, documentation in IT reports, etc

	ILT-like phase (MIT)
	Individual “lone rangers”
	Localised (Tonto has joined the team)
	Coordinated (.e.g. by e-learning centre)
	Transformative (e.g. a PVC is driving it)
	Embedded
	Innovative (Second wave starting)
	MIT/Becta level as used in FE
	Interviews, surveys, documentation in IT reports, etc

	eMM level overall
	Many e-learning processes “not performed”
	Initial
	Planned
	Defined
	Managed
	Optimising
	e-Learning Maturity Model level
	Interviews, surveys, documentation in IT reports, etc

	VLE stage
	No VLE
	Different VLEs across departments 
	VLEs reducing in number to around two
	One VLE chosen for future but not yet replaced former VLEs
	One VLE
	One VLE but with local variants when strong business case, and activity of a post-VLE nature
	Degree of coherence across institution
	Observation, purchase orders

	Tools use
	No use of tools beyond email, Web and the VLE minimum set.
	Some use of tools
	Widespread use of at least one specific tool, e.g. assignment handling, CAA
	HEI-wide use of at least one tool
	HEI-wide use of several tools
	Use of locally developed tools also
	Scale, sophistication and depth of tools use
	Interviews, cross-checking with JISC and CETIS, etc.

	IT underpinning – reliability
	90%
	95%
	99%
	99.5%
	99.9%
	99.95% 24x7x365
	Percentage uptime over service periods
	Seek advice from UKERNA, JISC and UCISA.

	IT underpinning – performance
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Seek advice from UKERNA, JISC and UCISA.

	IT underpinning – usability
	No usability testing, no grasp of the concept
	Key IT staff understand the concept, test some systems
	Explicit usability testing of all key systems
	Most services usable, with some internal evidence to back this up
	All services usable, with internal evidence to back this up
	Evidence of usability involving external verification
	Level of provable usability of e-learning systems
	Seek advice from UKERNA, JISC and UCISA.

	Accessibility
	e-learning material and services is not accessible
	Much e-learning material and most services conform to minimum standards of accessibility
	Almost all e-learning material and services conform to minimum standards of accessibility
	All e-learning material and services conform to at least minimum standards of accessibility, much to higher standards
	e-learning material and services are accessible, and key components validated by external agencies
	Strong evidence of conformance with letter and spirit of accessibility in all jurisdictions where students study
	Level of conformance to accessibility guidelines
	Split off separately for legal reasons.
Seek advice from TechDIS over levels.

	e-Learning Strategy
	No e-Learning Strategy. No recent Learning and Teaching Strategy
	Some mention of e-learning within the Learning and Teaching Strategy
	e-Learning Strategy produced from time to time, e.g. under pressure from HEFCE or for particular grants
	Frequently updated e-Learning Strategy, integrated with Learning and Teaching Strategy and perhaps some others 
	Regularly updated e-Learning Strategy, integrated with Learning and Teaching Strategy and all related strategies (e.g. Distance Learning, if relevant)
	Coherent regularly updated Strategy allowing adaptations to local needs, made public, etc
	Degree of strategic engagement
	Review of HEFCE, TQEF and other documents. Interview with PVC responsible.

	Decision-making
	No decision making regarding e-learning – “each project is different”
	Decision-making at meso level (school, department, faculty, etc)
	E-learning decisions (e.g. for VLEs) get taken but take a long time and are contested even after the decision is taken
	
	Effective decision-making for e-learning across the whole institution, including variations when justified
	Decisions taken in an organic way and efficient way, e.g. Round Table
	Robustness, sophistication and subtlety of decision-making
	Observation and perusal of papers

	Instructional Design/Pedagogy
	Terms not understood in the HEI.
	
	Terms well understood within the learning and teaching centre and among some academic staff
	
	Pedagogic guidelines for the whole HEI, and acted on
	A culture where techno-pedagogic decisions are made naturally
	Level of practical but evidence-based knowledge and application of instructional design and pedagogic principles
	Interviews

	Learning material
	Little conformance of learning material to house style for editing or layout
	Rhetoric of quality, little conformance to any norms
	Most learning material conforms to explicit editorial and layout guidelines
	All learning material conforms to explicit editorial and layout guidelines – but little embedding in the process.
	HEI-wide standards for learning material, which are adhered to and embedded at any early stage, e.g. by style sheets.
	Much learning material exceeds expectations.
	Level of “fitness for purpose” of learning material
	Perusal of material, interviews.

	Training
	No systematic training for e-learning
	Some systematic training for e-learning, e.g. in some faculties
	HEI-wide training programme set up but little monitoring of attendance or encouragement to go
	HEI-wide training programme set up with monitoring of attendance and strong encouragement to go
	All staff trained in VLE use, appropriate to job type – and retrained when needed
	Staff increasingly keep themselves up to date, “just in time”, except when discontinuous system change occurs, when training is provided.
	Degree to which staff have competence in VLE and tools use, appropriate to job type
	%ages plus narrative.
(Note: this may not involve training courses; but is likely to.)

	Academic workload
	No allowance given for the different workload pattern of e-learning courses.
	Some allowance given, but distortions in the system as shrewder staff flee the areas of overload.
	A work planning system which makes some attempt to cope, however crudely, with e-learning courses
	
	Work planning system which recognises the main differences that e-learning courses have from traditional
	See the cell below.
	Sophistication of the work planning system for teaching
	Detailed and possibly anonymous interviews and questionnaires. Some union sensitivities likely in some HEIs.

	Costs
	No understanding of costs
	Understanding of costs in some departments e.g. business school
	
	Good understanding of costs 
	Activity-Based Costing being used in part
	Full Activity-Based Costing used and adapted to e-learning 
	Level of understanding of costs
	Interviews and questionnaires. 
Leverage on CNL and INSIGHT JISC projects, also Becta TCO.

	Planning
	
	
	
	
	Integrated planning process for e-learning integrated with overall course planning
	Integrated planning process allowing e.g. trade-offs of courses vs. buildings 
	
	Interviews and questionnaires.

	Evaluation
	No evaluation of courses take place that is done by evaluation professionals
	Some evaluation of courses takes place, either by professionals or internal staff advised by professionals or central agencies
	Evaluation of key courses is done from time to time, by professionals
	Some external evaluations are done of courses
	Regular evaluation of all courses using a variety of measurement techniques and involving outside agencies where appropriate
	Evaluation built into an Excellence, TQM or other “quality enhancement” process – including benchmarking aspects
	Level of thoroughness of evaluation
	Interviews with key evaluators. Perusal of conference and journal papers/

	Organisation
	No appointments of e-learning staff
	Appointments of e-learning staff in at least some faculties but no specialist managers of these staff
	Central unit or sub-unit set up to support e-learning developments
	Central unit has some autonomy from IT or resources function
	Central unit has Director-level university manager in charge and links to support teams in faculties
	Beginning of the withering away of explicit e-learning posts and structures
	
	Interview with VC and relevant PVC(s).

	Technical support to academic staff
	No specific technical support for the typical (unfunded) academic engaged in e-learning
	
	Key staff engaged in the main e-learning projects are well supported by technical staff
	
	All staff engaged in e-learning process have “nearby” fast-response tech support
	Increasing technical sophistication of staff means that explicit tech support can reduce
	
	Interview with both top-level staff and selective interviews with grass-roots staff.

	Quality and Excellence
	Conformance to QAA in a minimalist way
	An internal function which begins to focus on e-learning aspects
	Conformance to QAA precepts including those that impinge on e-learning
	
	Adoption of some appropriate quality methodology (EFQM, etc) integrated with course quality mechanisms derived from QAA precepts
	Active dialogue with QAA and wider quality agencies as to appropriate quality regimes for e-learning
	Level of HEI overall commitment to quality and excellence agenda for e-learning
	Interviews, questionnaires, quality reviews, etc.

	Foresight on technology and pedagogy
	No look-ahead function
	Some individuals take it on themselves to do foresight
	Subscription to central agencies doing foresight (OBHE, JISC Observatory etc)
	Collaboration with central agencies doing foresight
	HEI Observatory function
	Foresight becomes embedded in course planning process
	Level of institutional foresight function
	Interviews, documents

	Collaboration
	No collaboration
	Collaboration at departmental level
	Collaboration policy, patchily or superficially implemented 
	
	Well-developed policy on collaboration and established partners (but not a closed list)
	HEI has explicit strategic approach to collaboration, and non-collaboration, as appropriate
	
	Interviews, documents.

	IPR
	No IPR items in staff contracts
	IPR in staff contracts but not enforced
	
	
	IPR embedded and enforced in staff, consultant and supplier contracts 
	All of 5 plus use of open source, creative commons or other post-industrial IPR models
	Level of IPR for staff, consultants and suppliers
	Documentary evidence.
Ask the HEFCE/UUK/ SCOP IPR committee and Intrallect for advice

	Staff recognition for e-learning
	No recognition for staff, explicit pressure against (e.g. due to RAE(
	Formal structure for recognition (e.g. Teaching Fellows), no real progress 
	
	
	
	Staff engaged only in the teaching process can reach a high level of salary and responsibility
	Level of staff recognition (not only and not necessarily financial) against the pressure for RAE
	Documentary evidence
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