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1.0 Acknowledgements
1.1 First, our thanks to all the institutions who participated in the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise. There was never enough time and the pilot institutions had to 'hit the ground running' but they still managed to provide us with many insights that should benefit the whole sector.
1.2 Second, thanks to our consultancy teams for giving much more than just their contracted hours to the exercise, but also helping extend our knowledge of what the various forms of, and approaches to, benchmarking could be.
1.3 Third, our thanks to Professor Terry Mayes who took on the role of 'critical friend' to the benchmarking exercise and who was therefore able to act as formative evaluator so effectively. 
1.4 Fourth, to Liz Pearce the Projects Co-ordinator at the Academy who so effectively and efficiently juggles lots of balls and helps keep this particularly heavy ball in the air.
1.5 Fifth, to HEFCE who realized the worth of, and has funded, the exercise, but left us to implement it in the way we thought was most appropriate for such a diverse Higher Education sector.
2.0 Introduction
2.1 The following document was authored by Derek Morrison (who led the pilot phase of the HEFCE funded benchmarking of e-learning exercise) in order to provide an overview and commentary on the pilot exercise from his perspective. The document is also intended to act as a signpost to some of the other documentation and information sources that are currently available about the benchmarking exercise, or which will become available shortly. These sources are already extensive and so readers wishing to build their own picture are encouraged to compare and contrast the various sources mentioned in this document.  

2.2 Readers are particularly encouraged to read this document in conjunction with: Mayes T, 2006, Higher Education/JISC Benchmarking Pilot: Evaluation Report, August 2006 which will be available for download from the 'Reports' section in the menu of the Academy's benchmarking weblog.
2.3 The document is meant to be a living entity and so it will be subject to frequent update to take account of new information which arises particularly from the next phases of the benchmarking exercise as well as the Pathfinder Programme.

3.0 Background to the benchmarking of e-learning exercise
3.1 In response to publication of the HEFCE e-Learning Strategy (March 2005) the Higher Education Academy and JISC submitted a proposal and draft project plan to the HEFCE for a Benchmarking Exercise and related Pathfinder Programme in June 2005. The Benchmarking Exercise was intended to help institutions establish where they were in regard to the embedding of e-learning. The Pathfinder Programme was designed to help selected institutions, on behalf of the sector, identify implement and evaluate different approaches to the embedding of technology enhanced learning in ways that result in positive institutional change. The proposal was accepted by HEFCE and the Academy was invited to take the lead role in partnership with JISC in planning and implementing the proposals.
3.2 The benchmarking of e-learning exercise was announced at ALT-C 2005 followed by a call to the sector for Expressions of Interest from institutions wishing to participate in the pilot phase and phase 1 of the benchmarking exercise being issued on 5 October 2005 with a closing date of 30 November 2005. 56 institutions responded and on 16 December 2005 twelve institutions were invited to join the pilot phase and the remainder invited to join phase 1 or 2. The launch meeting for phase 1 benchmarking occurred on 10 October 2006). 
3.3 An invitation to tender for consultancy support of the project was issued on 25 October 2005 with a closing date of 24 November 2005. 23 responses were received and three consultants were selected after competitive interviews on 12 December 2005. The consultant profiles can be found in Appendix A.
3.4 A Town Meeting was held at Academy York on 9 November 2005 in order to consult with the sector about the proposals for a national Benchmarking Exercise and Pathfinder Programme. As a result of the feedback from this meeting the original project plan was amended during November 2005 and resubmitted to the HEFCE which accepted the revisions in December 2005. A copy of the revised plan is publicly available via the Academy's benchmarking weblog.
3.5 The launch meeting for the twelve institutions taking part the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise was held at the Royal Society on 20 January 2006. Thereafter pilot institutions, with the support of their designated consultants, engaged with one of the five different benchmarking methodologies that had been identified as the main contenders. A number of interactions, events, or workshops mediated by the consultants and the pilot institutions took place during the pilot phase. The Academy also facilitated a workshop for all pilot institutions at the Aeonian Training Centre, London, 21 June 2006 during which they shared experiences and received interim feedback from the programme evaluator, Professor Terry Mayes. The pilot phase officially concluded at the end of July 2006. The Executive Summary of the programme evaluator's report was submitted to the Academy on 3 August 2006 and is now available via the Academy's benchmarking weblog.
3.6 Institutions taking part in the Benchmarking Exercise do not receive any direct financial benefit although Academy consultancy support is provided at no cost to the institutions. Because of this it is possible to invite eligible institutions in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland to participate. The University of Strathclyde and University of Wales Institute Cardiff (UWIC) therefore, joined the ten HEFCE funded institutions to form the benchmarking pilot. 
3.7 In recognition of their contribution and the extra effort involved, HEFCE funded institutions that took part in the pilot phase of the exercise received an automatic invitation to join the funded Pathfinder Programme which formally commences at a launch meeting on 3-4 October 2006. The ten HEFCE institutions were eligible and nine submitted proposals by the closing date of 16 June 2006 with the remaining institution deferring participation until a later date. The University of Strathclyde and UWIC were not eligible for the Pathfinder Programme due to their different funding sources.
3.8 The institutions that took part in the pilot phase of the exercise represent an important resource to the sector and they played a key part in disseminating their experience first at a briefing workshop at BMA House London on 30 August 2006 for institutions waiting to join phases 1 and 2 of the exercise, and second, it is anticipated that they will be key contributors to a symposium at ALT-C 2006 -Watt University, Edinburgh, 5-7 Sep 2006. It is now proposed that pilot institutions form the nucleus of a network of benchmarking methodology User Groups which could provide a mechanism for the ongoing development, updating and adapting of benchmarking methodologies and so complement the work of the national benchmarking exercise. 
3.9 In parallel with the main benchmarking pilot phase activity two of the consultants supporting the exercise undertook additional analysis of some of the benchmarking methodologies. This concordance activity encompassed Pick & Mix, ELTI and the eMM methodologies.   
4.0 Benchmarking e-learning the UK Higher Education context
4.1 The UK HE sector is extremely diverse and protective of its autonomy. Methodologies designed for benchmarking e-learning in HE are limited in number and are mainly works-in-progress or – and – have only been exercised in other national contexts (and so require adaptation to the UK HE context). 
4.2 For the above reasons the Academy and JISC believed there was no benchmarking 'silver bullet' and that the final arbiters of what was appropriate should be decided by the sector and be informed by the sector's experience. A diverse sector, therefore, required us to offer us some diversity of choice. It was not feasible, however, for us to offer and support infinite choice, and so we opted to support five approaches, all of which had been identified by the institutions that responded to our call for Expressions of Interest.  
5.0 Organisation of the Benchmarking Exercise and synergies with related initiatives
5.1 The pilot phase provided an opportunity to exercise five different approaches to the benchmarking of e-learning. Two benchmarking methodologies being piloted involved only one institution (the e-Learning Maturity Model at the University of Manchester, and the MIT90s framework at the University of Strathclyde) whereas it was possible to place the remaining ten institutions in three methodology clusters, i.e. ELTI, Pick & Mix, and ACU/OBHE. 
5.2 Linkages with Scotland - Complementing the HEFCE-funded exercise there is also a self-organised grouping of Scottish Universities who have formed a Scottish Benchmarking Group (SBG) and who are monitoring the HEFCE funded exercise in order to inform their own decision making. The SBG participants are the University of Glasgow, the University of Edinburgh, the University of Paisley, the University of Dundee, Glasgow Caledonian University, the University of Strathclyde, and Robert Gordon University. The University of Strathclyde is both a member of the SBG as well as a participant in the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise and they, therefore, provided a welcome link to the national exercise. Derek Morrison, the benchmarking team leader and Alastair Robertson, the Senior Adviser for Scotland, also attend SBG meetings. The SBG are currently exploring the development of a framework for benchmarking e-learning.
5.3 The organisation of the pilot phase of the exercise is represented graphically in figure 1 below.
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figure 1: The benchmarking pilot phase institutions and their benchmarking methodologies.
5.4 Linkages with Wales – At the time of writing the HEFCW have expressed in interest in all its 12 HEIs in Wales conducting a benchmarking/self evaluation exercise with the Academy's help and using the consultancies from the pilot phase of the exercise. The Academy is currently in discussion with HEFCW about the mechanism for engaging with the benchmarking exercise. 
5.5 All of the benchmarking methodologies piloted have links with related initiatives. ELTI was originally a JISC funded project, the ACU/OBHE methodology has previously been exercised in Commonwealth and some UK universities, Manchester's eMM work is informed by its links with the original New Zealand work of Dr Stephen Marshall, Strathclyde's MIT90s proposal is informed by a framework for strategic change originally developed at MIT and related work, and Pick & Mix, as its name suggests seeks to be informed by all current work as well as  Professor Paul Bacsich's analysis of the international benchmarking landscape.   
6.0 The Pilot Phase Benchmarking Methodologies (ACU/OBHE)
6.1 The ACU/OBHE Methodology offers institutions the opportunity for comparison at the process level and is, therefore, developmental in orientation. In the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise there were six stages in the ACU/OBHE approach which is informed by an Institutional Review Document (IRD) structured around eight themes.
6.2 The six stages in the ACU/OBHE benchmarking approach in the pilot phase were:  

1. Institutional briefing and collective adaptation of data elements
2. Institutional self review using IRD & guidance notes (inc 2 day institutional workshop)

3. HEI prepares own response to its self-review + environmental scan

4. Collective two day residential workshop

5. Consultants produce aggregate report (incorporating the elements of good practice agreed in the residential workshop)

6. Institutional self assessment exercise based on statements of good practice identified in 4 & 5 with optional exchange of self-assessments between institutions). 

(Based on OBHE Benchmarking Process PDF document produced for 30 August briefing to phase 1 and 2 institutions)

6.3 The eight themes of the ACU/OBHE IRD used in the pilot phase were: 
1. Strategy Development, 

2. Management of e-Learning, 

3. e-Learning Delivery, 

4. Resources for e-Learning & Value for Money, 

5. e-Learning and Students, 

6. e-Learning and Staff, 

7. Collaboration & Partnerships, 

8. Communications Evaluations and Review. 

(Based on ACU_OBHE Report PDF document produced as pilot phase final report to the Academy – note that his report will also be publicly disseminated).
6.4 The ACU/OBHE consultancy team have produced a public report on the process and outcomes for the five institutions who adopted this methodology. The report will be available via the 'Reports' section of the Academy benchmarking weblog.
7.0 The Pilot Phase Benchmarking Methodologies (ELTI)

7.1 Embedding Learning Technology Institutionally (ELTI was originally developed as part a JISC project which completed in 2003. ELTI was designed to inform the process of embedding learning technologies, assist in developing appropriate institutional structures, culture and expertise and to encourage cross boundary collaboration and groupings.
7.2 The ELTI approach focuses on:
· 3 general areas for exploration: Culture, Infrastructure, Expertise
· 12 key factors are identified, 4 in each area
· Up to 10 indicators are agreed, to reflect institutional context, for each factor
· Indicators are expressed as positive statements, which can be assessed according to a 1-5 scale but can also include qualitative statements
7.3 The original ELTI audit tools and accompanying notes and guidance were revised and enhanced in 2003. During the e-Learning Benchmarking Pilot three institutions (University of Wales Institute Cardiff, University of Bristol, and University of Hertfordshire) have used the tools and have produced alterations and their own contextualised indicators.
7.4 The current set of tools (revised in 2003) including the Audit tools, Audit Notes and Facilitators Guide are publicly available at http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=project_elti 
7.5 The University of Hertfordshire has produced a number of resources and reports related to their benchmarking experiences using ELTI all available from their benchmarking page hosted at the Blended Learning Unit CETL. 
7.6 The University of Bristol's benchmarking weblog also offers commentary and links to resources related to ELTI.
8.0 The Pilot Phase Benchmarking Methodologies (Pick & Mix)
8.1 Pick & Mix was developed by Professor Paul Bacsich and is based on a systematic review of other approaches to benchmarking e-learning, looking for commonalities of approach. 

8.2 Professor Bacsich has now placed Pick & Mix in the public domain and it has enjoyed input from the pilot institutions employing this approach. It is anticipated that any further development will be taken forward by a User Group. 
8.3 As its name suggests Pick & Mix seeks to incorporated incorporate criteria from other methodologies of quality, best practice, adoption and benchmarking. Methodologies reviewed and already drawn on by Professor Bacsich include US work (the 24 Quality on the Line benchmarks and the APQC indicators), Australian studies including recent work from ACODE (the Australian analogue of HELF), UK work by NLN and BECTA (ILT Self-Assessment Tool and The Matrix), and last but not least the New Zealand e-Learning Maturity Model (which is being piloted by the University of Manchester.) 
8.4 Pick&Mix claims the following features:
· a set of criteria split into core criteria (which each HEI must consider) and supplementary criteria (from which each HEI should select some to consider); in addition, an institution may use local criteria developed in the same style (see below)

· guidelines, based on HEI experience, as to the total number of criteria (core plus supplementary plus local) that an HEI should consider

· criteria which are a mix of “process” criteria and “metric” output criteria; covering student-facing and staff-facing issues as well as strategy, structure and IT aspects of an HEI

· criteria described (as far as possible) using concepts, structures, processes and vocabulary familiar to those in UK HEIs

· each criterion scored on a levels 1-5 scale with an additional level 6 to signify excellence: level 1 is always sector-minimum and level 5 is reachable sector best practice in any given time period (level 6 is supposed to be out of planned reach for the majority of HEIs)

· each score associated with a scoring statement to describe in more detail the practices associated with that level in each specific HEI

· new criteria which can be developed corresponding to the year’s “hot topics” (such as in 2006: plagiarism, widening participation, space planning) or taken from other criterion-based methodologies (ELTI, eMM, BENVIC, CHIRON, E-xcellence, ACODE, etc) where appropriate: each such criterion can either be specific to an HEI (local criteria) or suggested (e.g. via the proposed Pick&Mix User Group) for inclusion as a new supplementary criterion

· inbuilt sector knowledge and comparability based on the use of transparent evidenced public criteria norm-referenced across the sector – which is not to downplay the role of HEIs and consultants in jointly investigating and assessing each criterion

· careful consideration given to minimise the number of core criteria so that each is clearly correlated with success in e-learning

· deliberately no inbuilt project management or engagement methodology so that Pick&Mix can be run within a project management methodology comfortable to the HEIs involved and of appropriate “weight”

· use of criteria, couched in familiar terms and clearly correlated with success, coupled with familiar and lightweight project management, so as to lead to a “low footprint” style of benchmarking suitable for HEIs large and small, and departments within institutions as well as institution-wide – yet augmentable with deeper studies (as one HEI has shown)

· an “open content” method of distribution where each final release plus its supporting documents is available under a Creative Commons license.

Source: Extract from Paul Bacsich's weblog blog posting Pick & Mix 2.0 beta 1 release notes, 15 August 2006.
8.5 The Pick & Mix process is non-prescriptive about project management methodology. If an institution has a project management approach which it is used to (e.g. from other benchmarking projects), this will normally be used - but in most cases a generic JISC-style project management approach is used consistent with the limited effort footprint for these projects. Typically there are kick-off, mid-term and final review meetings with the core institutional team, augmented by a two-part Pick & Mix workshop with the wider institutional team including faculty-based staff. While the two-part workshop can in theory be done in a day, in reality most institutions prefer (as Paul does) a linked pair of workshops separated by a few weeks, the first on criterion-setting, the second on scoring. It should be stressed that the process is unlike a QAA institutional visit, in that both criterion-setting and scoring are developmental and participative, rather than audit-oriented. 
8.6 The joint outcome includes an institutional document, structured in sections according to the criteria used, with a short introductory narrative. Preparation for these meetings is vital, and normally involves further face to face liaison with the core institutional team, sometimes as a “rehearsal”; but follow-up is usually online
(Source: Extract from Paul Bacsich's weblog posting The Pick & Mix approach - second update, 13 April 2006

9.0 The Pilot Phase Benchmarking Methodologies (eMM)
9.1 The University of Manchester was a single institution pilot of the e-Learning Maturity Model (eMM).

9.2 Informed extensively by related work in process improvement models eMM was developed in the context of the New Zealand Tertiary sector. eMM is based on the principle that an organisation's processes mature along a five step model of capability moving  from 'ad hoc' to a 'culture of continuous improvement'. 
9.3 In the context of e-learning there are five process categories for the organisation to consider:
1. Learning – processes that directly impact on the pedagogical aspects of e-Learning

2. Development -  processes surrounding the creation and maintenance of e-Learning resources

3. Co-ordination – processes surrounding the oversight and management of e-Learning

4. Evaluation – processes surrounding the evaluation and quality control of e-Learning through its entire lifecycle.

5. Organisation – processes associated with institutional planning and management.

9.4 Each process category encapsulates sets of practices (again based on previous work). For example, the process category 'Learning' contains the practice statement "Courses are designed to require students to engage themselves in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation as part of their course and programme requirements." 
9.5 Performance of these practices in each process category is assessed on a six point scale of 0 (not performed), 1 (initial - ad-hoc processes), 2 (planned – clear and measurable objectives for e-learning projects), 3 (defined – defined processes for development and support of e-learning), 4 (managed – ensuring the quality of e-Learning resources and student learning outcomes), 5 (optimising – continual improvement in all aspects of the e-Learning process).
9.6 The eMM literature suggests that the benefits of such an assessment could include: providing HEIs with a roadmap for e-learning process improvement, provide a framework for long-term institutional planning, help prioritise improvements in practice, provide a technology-neutral framework for collaboration and comparison with other institutions, and facilitation of dialogue with the e-learning community about identifying the key elements necessary for improvement in e-learning activities.
9.7 The University of Manchester's benchmarking weblog links to additional resources about eMM and offers some commentary on their experience of being the first pilot of the methodology in the UK.  

10.0 The Pilot Phase Benchmarking Methodologies (MIT90s)

10.1 The University of Strathclyde was a single institution pilot of the MIT90s framework applied to the benchmarking of e-Learning.

10.2 The primary goal of the University of Strathclyde's benchmarking activity was to monitor progress against the university’s Institutional and e-Learning strategies and so use internal comparisons over time. The benchmarking proposal was based on a conceptual framework developed at MIT in the 90s for planning and monitoring strategic change in relation to e-learning. The framework represents an organisation as comprising of five elements, all in interaction with each other – its strategies (for technology use), its organisational structures, individuals in roles, management processes and technologies. A graphical representation of this framework is available at http://www.reap.ac.uk/v2/images/mitframework.gif.
10.3 The Strathclyde benchmarking proposal was based on earlier work in which staff were brought together from different functional areas of the institution in focus groups (e.g. registry, library, support staff, academics) and asked them to identify issues in progressing technology supported learning at Strathclyde using the MIT90s elements as headings and in relation to their broad strategy objectives for e-learning. The collated data from the focus groups produced a qualitative 'benchmark' at that point in time of the issues related to the e-learning strategy. Repeating the exercise at some future time would indicate what progress had been made in addressing the issues identified. 

10.4 In this benchmarking exercise the MIT90s framework was intended to underpin the definition of measurable input (resources), process (activities and projects) and output (achievements) indicators. The indicators were to be tailored to the Strathclyde context and their teaching through technology strategies. The institution was to periodically gather data to inform each of the indicators and thereby check on progress and to ensure that it maintains a balance of emphasis in each of the MIT90s elements (strategies - for technology use, organisational structures, individuals in roles, management processes, and technologies) so that performance in one set of indicators is not at the expense of another. 

(Source The above is based on the University of Strathclyde weblog postings An introduction to the Strathclyde approach to benchmarking, and Benchmarking at the University of Strathclyde: The Proposed Process.
11.0 Benchmarking – Concordance Activity
11.1 Concordance in the context of the benchmarking of e-learning exercise means an exploration of the similarities and differences and mapping points between the different approaches. 

11.2 The concordance work was a separate, but complementary, activity to the main benchmarking pilot phase and had its origins in some comparative work originally undertaken by Professor Paul Bacsich on the potential relationships between the Pick & Mix methodology and the e-Learning Maturity model at the University of Manchester (done jointly with them). Such comparisons were initially facilitated by Professor Bacsich's role as support consultant for pilot phase institutions employing either the Pick & Mix methodology or the eMM methodology. Professor Bacsich is also the original developer of the Pick & Mix methodology which has been placed in the public domain and because of the benchmarking exercise has now benefited from input from pilot phase institutions. Further development of the Pick & Mix methodology is now expected to be taken forward by a User Group.  

11.3 The concordance work was then expanded to include an outline study of the relationship between the Pick & Mix and ELTI methodology. Professor Bacsich worked jointly with Professor Peter Chatterton on this expanded work. Professor Bacsich later incorporated existing analyses of other benchmarking methodologies he had undertaken for - or with - other projects and agencies including EADTU, EuroPACE and ACODE. 

11.4 The concordance activity is a work-in-progress whose short comparative studies of the public methodologies in use in the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise could be used to inform the work of the forthcoming benchmarking User Groups and the more scholarly-oriented Special Interest Group (SIG). At the time of writing the ACU/OBHE methodology was not included in analysis because its institutional review instruments are not fully in the public domain and because it is not possible to uncouple it from its package of mandatory support.
12.0 Resources, Information Dissemination, and Reports
12.1 In aggregate there is a growing body of information available about the benchmarking exercise. Apart from the JISCMail lists and the outputs of the various members of the weblog network (see below) there are a number of documents which will shortly be placed in the public domain including: 

12.1.1 History of, and reflections on, Benchmarking and Pathfinder, Derek Morrison, August 2006 (this document).{hyperlink pending}

12.1.2 Evaluation Report, Professor Terry Mayes, August 2006 ). 

12.1.3 Public report from the ACU/OBHE consultancy ).
12.1.4 Public report from Professor Peter Chatterton).
12.1.5 Public report from Professor Paul Bacsich ).
12.2 All reports will be made available in the 'Reports' section of the Academy benchmarking weblog and please note that in this iteration of the benchmarking exercise to reflect the apparent diversity of approaches they were supporting we left the format of the above consultancy reports to the individual consultants. 

12.3 In the pilot phase the benchmarking exercise the Academy wished to facilitate the flow and dissemination of information between participating institutions, between the Academy and institutions, and from all participants to the wider sector.  Some of this dissemination took place during Academy sponsored face-to-face events or – and – as part of the internal processes of the benchmarking methodology being employed. As a benchmarking of e-learning initiative, however, the project team looked to technology to make a contribution.
12.4 In the timeframe of the pilot phase it would have been impossible to develop a complex technical solution and so the Academy and the pilot institutions worked together to build a nascent distributed network of benchmarking weblogs, one for each participating institution, one for each consultancy, and one for the Academy. Each weblog could then be linked to others in the network via hyperlinks and, for automatic notification of new postings, via the RSS information automatically produced by each weblog. The Academy and institutional weblogs were open for public viewing whereas the consultancy weblogs were restricted access vehicles for communication between the consultants and Academy. A graphical representation of the distributed weblog network is shown in figure 2 below:
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figure 2: Schematic of the benchmarking of e-Learning weblog network
12.5 Nine of the twelve pilot institutions managed to host their own weblog with the remaining three institution's weblogs being hosted by the Academy. For most of the pilot institutions it was their first experience of the technology and it is to the credit of the pilots that they all managed to navigate a variety of initial local technical and sometimes policy hurdles. In some cases, adaptation of local ICT policies was required before the locally preferred solution was commissioned and so some institutions joined the network later than others, but all managed to contribute in the end. 
12.6 The Academy's contribution to the network was to make its public benchmarking weblog (http://elearning.heacademy.ac.uk/weblogs/benchmarking/) a gateway to a wide range of benchmarking of e-learning resources and information updates, but also to be an access point to each pilot institution's public benchmarking weblog. A screenshot of part of the Academy weblog is shown in figure 3 below. 
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After the benchmarking pilot?

August 18th, 2008
by Derek Morrison, 16 August 2006

The pilot phase of the benchmarking of e-learming in Higher Education
exercise is now complete and we are in the process of analysing the
lessans, preparing the dissemination, and implementing what comes
next. So hers s a very brief outline of forthcoming events as well as
some indicators of what we think will build on the benchmarking pilat.
phase.

Read the rest of this entry »

Posted in Methodologies | 2 Comments »

Resource for ‘benchmarkers in waiting’
August 15th, 2008

by Derek Morrison, 15 August 2006

We are holding a briefing day on the 30 August 2006 for those
institutions waiting to join the national benchmarking of e-leaming in
Higher Education exercise. Although this is not an open dissemination
event there is a document available for download at the end of this
posting which may be of intsrest mare generally.

Read the rest of this entry »

Posted in Evaluation | No Comments »
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figure 3: Screenshot of the Academy benchmarking of e-learning weblog.
12.7 Key postings to the Academy weblog have included:

· Resource for 'benchmarkers in waiting' (Derek Morrison, 15 August 2006)

· e-Benchmarkers in Waiting – Weblog Guide (Derek Morrison, 27 July 2006)
· More Thinking About Frameworks for Benchmarking e-Learning (Derek Morrison, 25 July 2006)
· The Pick & Mix Focus on the Student Learning Experience (Paul Bacsich, 18 June 2006)
· Further Commentary on 'Towards a Generic Framework' (Terry Mayes, 3 May 2006)

· Towards a generic framework for benchmarking e-learning? (Derek Morrison, 18 April 2006.
12.8 We have used the Academy benchmarking weblog in synergy with a dedicated pilot phase JISCMail list at http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/benchmarking-elearning.html to disseminate a, sometimes extensive, consideration of the wider issues related to benchmarking e-learning, e.g. the development of a benchmarking framework. 

12.9 There was also three private weblogs provided for use by each of the consultancies. These were intended to provide the Academy with information feeds from the consultants and provided a platform for the development of ideas. The information was not intended for public view. Professor Paul Bacsich, one of the three consultancies supporting the initiative has proved to be an exemplary reflective 'blogger' despite this being his first serious encounter with the technology. 
12.10 As the evaluation report of the benchmarking exercise indicated for the majority of our institutions using a weblog as part of project support and dynamic information dissemination was a new experience. There was a long lead time in establishing institutional weblogs as well as in establishing the Academy weblog hub but, nevertheless, as the extracts from the external evaluator suggest (see below) the level of institutional engagement and support for the concept grew as institutions gained experience and so it is important that we maintain momentum with regard to facilitating and utilising this type of communication tool.
12.10.1 Despite the difficulties experienced in the attempt to establish a genuine community of practice in which blogging would become the norm, many of the participants expressed a change of attitude towards blogging during the pilot. An initial resistance to the idea of blogging was replaced by a quite positive view of its worth, though still tempered by the insistence that to be truly reflective about the exercise while it was in progress demanded too great a time commitment. (Mayes T, 2006, Higher Education/JISC Benchmarking Pilot: Evaluation Report, Executive Summary - para 2.7)
12.10.2 The attempt to create a culture of sharing of issues and outputs across the programme should be built on in the main phase, with institutional weblogs more explicitly supported. ibid para 7.7
12.11 Despite the challenges, and with much work still to do, even at this nascent state of development, the synergy of Academy and institutional weblogs appears to be creating value for institutions waiting to join the exercise. The following is a comment posted to the Academy benchmarking weblog from an institution waiting to join phase 1 of the exercise,
12.11.1 As one of the Benchmarkers in waiting I’d like to note how useful the material on this and the institutional blogs have been over the last few months. For those just joining the process who have not been party to the blog up to now I would strongly recommend taking the time to read the entries and discussion in this blog and the blogs from the participants in the Pilot (links to these are on the right in the main blog), their varying approaches and responses provide a wealth of insight into both the process and the outcomes of Benchmarking.
(http://elearning.heacademy.ac.uk/weblogs/benchmarking/?p=138)
12.12 Technology, however, only has a part to play in communications and information dissemination and the opportunities for face-to-face interaction both within and between institutions were much valued by the pilot institutions. As an example of the latter, the ACU/OBHE team led a much valued two day residential workshop (8-9 June 2006) for senior decision makers from the diverse institutions that were piloting the OBHE methodology and who were, by that time, informed by their own institutional reviews. An example of the former is provided by the University of Manchester's invitation only eMM workshop (4 April 2006) which was designed mainly for University of Manchester staff but attended by Academy personnel and Professor Paul Bacsich (who was link consultant for Manchester). The Manchester workshop was led by Dr Stephen Marshall the lead developer of the e-Learning Maturity Model. 
13.0 Benchmarking Evaluation

13.1 The Academy appointed Professor Terry Mayes to work with the Academy's Research and Evaluation team in evaluating the benchmarking pilot phase.

13.2 Professor Mayes' role was to remain outside the day-to-day detail of the benchmarking exercise but, at the same time, have a formative influence upon its direction. This approach appeared to work very well as from the Academy's perspective mainly he was perceived as an 'honest broker'  or 'critical friend' who was interacting with all the key actors in the initiative, i.e. institutions, consultancies, and Academy staff and could therefore represent different views and perspectives.

13.3 Professor Mayes' evaluation report highlights that despite its time scale, restricted lead time, and lack of direct financial incentive that the pilot phase has been as successful as could reasonably be expected in the time available. It is particularly admirable that two institutions without hope of Pathfinder funding were prepared to take part (the University of Strathclyde, and University of Wales Institute Cardiff). The initiative has undoubtedly placed considerable demand on all institutions that took part and whilst many would claim the need for more time it should also be noted that Professor Mayes' report highlights the risk of the time for benchmarking expanding to fill that which is available. 

13.4 As the extract below perhaps illustrates, Professor Mayes' evaluation vindicates our decision to offer the sector at range of choice of benchmarking methodology (what we called the constrained diversity model). We believe constrained diversity will continue to be much more palatable and beneficial to the sector rather than one approach being identified as the Academy/JISC' preference or one approach coming to monopolise a space which is still is still immature and which requires some diversity to stimulate progress.
13.4.1 The benefits of allowing flexibility are seen in a higher level of engagement with the fundamental purpose of the programme – for the whole sector to understand more deeply what it is achieving with e-learning (op cit 3.7)
14.0 Phase 1 and beyond
14.1 Although Professor Mayes' report suggests that there is little reason for us to not continue with the approaches offered in the pilot phase we are proposing to add an additional constraint in phase one of benchmarking. 

14.2 Because there are undoubted benefits and economies of scale to be gained from groups of institutions with a common purpose coming together at periods during the benchmarking exercise we believe it is important that we invest our efforts in facilitating this rather than supporting approaches in phase 1 of the benchmarking exercise which may not appear to enjoy broader support.

14.3 It is for the reason above that we propose that, in phase 1 of the exercise, to continue to support only those benchmarking approaches which a minimum of four institutions are committed to.  Phase 1 institutions will, therefore, have a fortnight after the inputs of the 30 August briefing event to identify their order of preference of the benchmarking approaches. 
14.4 Institutions opting for approaches for which do not meet the minimum level of support criterion will be offered the next in their order of preference (assuming that it meets the criterion). 
14.5 Despite this additional constraint for phase 1 of benchmarking we believe there is merit in the Academy/JISC continuing to sustain the sector's interest in different approaches to benchmarking by facilitating the creation of User Groups. In this way an approach to benchmarking of e-learning which may not be supported in phase 1 of the exercise could well have matured sufficiently, and attract sufficient interest from the community, to be considered for phase 2 (or later phases). 
14.6 Such User Groups could exist in parallel to, and when appropriate, contribute to later benchmarking phases. An active dynamic User Group which enjoys the support of its sector members will provide a mechanism for a particular methodology to thrive and to continue to be informed by actual application and feedback from institutions. Equally, the demise of any approach to benchmarking of e-learning would, therefore, be a consequence of a paucity of sector engagement. 
14.7 User Groups will also provide a vehicle for updating approaches to benchmarking. For example, the pilot exercise identified that ELTI methodology could have benefited from refreshment but there was no mechanism or processes for the sector to help in doing so after its JISC project phase came to an end. 
14.8 The User Group and SIG concept (see below) also leaves a route of entry for new approaches to the benchmarking of e-learning which emerge from the UK or overseas.
14.9 We also believe there is scope for the creation of an academically oriented benchmarking Special Interest Group (SIG) that would consider the concept of benchmarking from a scholarly perspective. We believe that such a SIG should be benchmarking approach agnostic. We believe that the User Groups and the SIG will require a relatively modest investment to facilitate setup and initial work but, thereafter, they should be self-organised and self-sustaining entities. 

15.0 Developing a benchmarking of e-learning framework
15.1 One of the potential outcomes of the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise identified was that it would become possible to develop a framework which could be used to inform all current and future benchmarking of e-learning methodologies. Such a methodology-agnostic framework could also provide a necessary high level view of the elements and influences on benchmarking e-learning.

15.2 There is an interesting question of granularity here because each individual benchmarking methodology may claim to provide a framework for institutional activity and so the framework proposed must be something different and function at a level which both informs and reflects benchmarking methodologies. 
15.3 To stimulate discussion on the framework development Derek Morrison posted a number of articles on the topic to the HE Academy's public benchmarking of e-learning weblog. Dr David Nicol and Professor Terry Mayes have also contributed extensive responses to these weblog postings. 

15.4 As figure 4 (below) illustrates, Derek Morrison's draft conceptual framework placed the student learning experience at the core of benchmarking of e-learning.
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figure 4:  Extract from Towards a generic framework for benchmarking e-Learning, Derek Morrison, 18 April 2006.
15.5 A later iteration based on feedback represented a candidate framework as shown in figure 5 (below). On this occasion, in acknowledgement of the interrelationship, the candidate conceptual framework was expanded to include staff and student learning experiences.   
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figure 5:  Extract from More thinking about frameworks for benchmarking e-Learning, Derek Morrison, 25 July 2006.

15.6 Although the pilot phase of the benchmarking exercise enabled the Academy and some participants to begin to explore the development of a benchmarking framework this work-in-progress now needs the input of a greater number of institutions than was possible during the pilot phase. As the pilot concludes we now have a significant number of institutions with benchmarking experience and so it is proposed that further work on the framework becomes part of the activities of the proposed Benchmarking of e-Learning Special Interest Group mentioned earlier in the section Phase 1 and beyond.
15.7 The MIT90s framework oriented work of the University of Strathclyde and the pending work of the Scottish Benchmarking Group also have potentially valuable contributions to make to the development of a framework for benchmarking e-learning. 

16.0 Lessons and questions for the sector

16.1 While Professor Mayes' evaluation already provides a comprehensive report this section will attempt to distil and expand on some of the opportunities and issues that the benchmarking exercise presents from the Programme Manager's perspective.

16.2 There are no 'silver bullets'. Development of processes and tools to support benchmarking of e-learning should be considered a 'work-in-progress'. The very number of methodologies both currently in use, and emerging, simply illustrates the immaturity of this space and that, therefore, it would be better for the sector to leave itself with some diversity of choice. 
16.3 Development of benchmarking methodologies is an emerging 'market' and so, in a similar way to the development of software and services, it is natural that particular methodology champions/advocates will come to the fore and attempt to gain significant market share. As suggested in the previous paragraph it is important for the diverse HE sector to continue to enjoy a diversity of methodology choice. In this way clusters of institutions may opt to employ a particular methodology at one point in time and another at another. 
16.4 All benchmarking of e-learning methodologies have their affordances and constraints as well as many commonalities. Affordances in this context does not necessarily mean advantages; rather it is what the benchmarking processes enables an institution to do (should it choose to do so) that it could not do before (or at least as easily). Affordances in one institution or institutional context may be considered a constraint in another.
16.4.1 Methodologies require updating and maintenance and so unless there is an infrastructure/community to do so they will soon date and cease to be useful to the sector.
16.4.2 Some benchmarking methodologies come tightly-coupled as a package of consultancy support and external project management. This could be perceived as an affordance or a constraint depending on the institution's expectations.

16.4.3 Methodologies may have been developed for another cultural or national context, albeit an HE one, and, therefore, may require some localisation work..
16.4.4 Methodologies may not yet have been exercised in more than one UK institution. There are, however, few widespread trials of any benchmarking methodologies for UK HE.
16.4.5 Methodologies may have a relatively 'heavy footprint' on the institution or have fairly high barriers to entry and use, and so require major investment in time and development. Again this could be considered an affordance or constraint depending on the institution's culture and strategic goals. 

16.4.6 Methodologies can be dependent on external experts to carry out or facilitate the analysis. If the external driver is paramount to the institution then that may be perceived as an affordance, whereas for others it may be a constraint.
16.4.7 Methodologies may not be fully in the public domain or the IPR may be complex and so customisation in the absence, or without the participation, of the 'owners' may be difficult. 

16.4.8 Methodologies may or may not necessarily be based on research although they may be informed by it; although they may well have a good track record in practice.
16.4.9 Methodologies may require the generation of, as well as the collection of, data and that has resource implications. This is not necessarily a constraint in that the benchmarking exercise helps the institution to identify a data deficiency which it can remedy for the next iteration of the exercise. 
16.4.10 All approaches to the benchmarking of e-learning have underlying values and underpinning assumptions about what e-learning is and what good practice is. The only question, therefore, is how clearly these are articulated or do the users have to unpack what they are?
16.4.11 Some approaches are based on particular organisational frameworks, e.g. MIT90s, which have the potential to help an institution place its benchmarking activity in its own strategic context. While the development of criteria for benchmarking should be informed and guided by the framework, unlike many methodologies there are, currently, no 'off-the-shelf ' benchmarking of e-learning review instruments or sets of standardized indicators based on the MIT90s model. At the time of writing the MIT90s approach has been used to develop qualitative indicators that tend to be tightly coupled to a specific institution's strategies which, again, can be viewed both as an affordance or a constraint depending on the institutional preference for precise tailoring of their review tools and processes or the repurposing/customisation of existing ones. There is, nevertheless, scope for further work in developing a package of defined processes and public domain review instruments based on the MIT90s model, but that may need to become the work of a benchmarking User Group rather than a benchmarking Phase 1 activity. Alternatively, the model could be used to either:
16.4.11.1 inform/guide other benchmarking methodologies, e.g. the latest version of the Pick&Mix methodology incorporates work from MIT90s and is influencing the benchmarking framework project of the Scottish Benchmarking Group
16.4.11.2 map institutional strategy indicators developed elsewhere to the MIT90s framework 'success indicators'. 
16.4.12 Methodologies may not explicitly map to all of the HEFCE eight Measures of Success for the Embedding of e-Learning, although in most cases they can usually map to some. 

16.4.12.1 ICT is commonly accepted into all aspects of the student experience of higher education, with innovation for enhancement and flexible learning, connecting areas of HE with other aspects of life and work. 
16.4.12.2 Due to more coherence and collaboration, technical issues have been addressed to give better value for money.
16.4.12.3 Students are able to access information, tutor support, expertise and guidance, and communicate with each other effectively wherever they are. They are able to check and record their achievement in a form designed for multiple uses to enable personal and professional development.  
16.4.12.4 Tutors have tools for course design to enable better communication between them and their students, giving feedback and targeted support.  Individual teachers have access to information about the materials available, and support for continuous improvement of them. 
16.4.12.5 Subject communities are able to share materials in ways that enhance their ability to produce customised high quality courses. They are supported to work collaboratively in designing materials, which are effectively quality assured and widely disseminated. They have access to research information to inform curriculum development and research-based teaching. 
16.4.12.6 Institutions are able to build appropriate infrastructure and resources support for integrating registration and learning functions. They have links with regional networks of institutions to support progression and community involvement.
16.4.12.7 Lifelong learning networks support connectivity between institutions to provide seamless access for students and staff. 
16.4.12.8 Staff are supported at all stages to develop appropriate skills in e-learning, and these skills are recognised in their roles and responsibilities and in reward structures. They have access to accreditation for their level of skills and professional practice in linking learning technology with teaching. 

HEFCE: March 2005/12
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_12/   
16.5 It is best, therefore, that a methodology is viewed as an important catalyst to institutional and community reflection and so, rather than seek the perfect benchmarking process and toolset, it is more important to employ a methodology that appears to be the closest fit with the institutional culture, the goals and scope of benchmarking at that time, the resources available; and which others are also choosing to use, so that community experiences and development effort can be shared.

16.5.1 There was a widely-expressed view that the precise nature of the method is much less important than the general process involved in starting to ask penetrating questions about e-learning in an institution ... All the tools act as a starting point for a developmental process and from that perspective the benchmarking exercise has been a very suitable preparation for Pathfinder (Executive Summary, Evaluation of Pilot Benchmarking Programme para 3.3) 
16.6 Engaging with some externally driven process like the benchmarking exercise can provide an impetus, credibility and focus difficult to achieve otherwise. While it is perfectly possible for a single institution to download, or access, an online benchmarking toolkit the true efficacy comes from sharing experiences (and perhaps results) and belonging to a like-minded community. Also, because benchmarking of e-learning is still very much a work-in-progress there are no perfect solutions and so adaptations, customisations, and updates to benchmarking processes and tools really only makes sense if a community of some sort, e.g. a User Group, makes input to this type of work. In that way the whole sector benefits instead of multiple private variants of a methodology and associated toolkits jockeying for recognition which makes eventual institutional comparison very difficult. 

16.7 Attempting to benchmark e-learning quickly exposes a lack of homogeneity in the understanding of what is meant by the term 'e-learning' both within and between institutions. Current definitions of e-learning tend to be all encompassing and are of the “any learning that uses ICT”  or "the use of technologies in learning opportunities" genre that we could end up benchmarking everything, no matter how transient or peripheral to learning, just because it incorporates some use of ICT. For example are the following e-learning :

16.7.1 A Google search lasting, say, 30 seconds? 
16.7.2 Preparing an assignment using, say, Microsoft Word?

16.7.3 A lecturer using Powerpoint or an electronic Whiteboard in support of a lecture? 
16.8 The DfES e-Strategy 'Harnessing Technology: Transforming learning and children's services: Summary version (DfES, 15 March 2005 ) perhaps draws a distinction between e-learning, i.e. "using ICT to change how we learn", and e-delivery, i.e. "the mechanisms by which we provide electronic information and services" (ibid paragraph 16). The quandary still remains, however, because when an institution attempts to benchmark its e-learning does it focus on the 'changes to how students learn' and ignore e-delivery? Alternatively, does the focus inadvertently become e-delivery because it's easier to identify and gather data on that? 
16.9 Another quandary also exists, if e-learning is embedded is it possible, easy, or desirable to try and isolate the exact contribution the ‘e’ made to the learning? If not, then is it not equally valid to incorporate broader aspects of learning and teaching into the analysis and so we end up not benchmarking e-learning at all, but something far broader?  The following quote by a respondent from Professor Mayes' evaluation of the pilot phase articulates this quandary from the institution's perspective:
16.9.1 …the concept of benchmarking implies that we know what we’re measuring, and that just isn’t the case for e-learning. The more closely you look at it the more interconnected with everything else it seems to become, and the more difficult it is to assess its value to the student experience (Mayes T, 2006, Higher Education/JISC Benchmarking Pilot: Evaluation Report, p2)

16.10 The above becomes particularly relevant should groups of institutions wish to undertake comparative benchmarking. In the absence of homogeneity of understanding and practice about e-learning and what exactly is being benchmarked then institutions may simply end up comparing different things.   
16.11 Despite the caveats above, however, as earlier paragraphs in this section have indicated, it is perhaps the very act of institutions grappling with quandaries and questions such as the above that makes the benchmarking exercise so useful. 
17.0 Conclusions
17.1 The benchmarking of e-learning pilot should be deemed a success because, even if for no other reasons, the institutions that took part have all gained something significant and in most cases also contributed something significant to each other's knowledge and understanding.
17.2 As this document's narrative and commentary has suggested it is important that benchmarking is never perceived as simply selecting the equivalent of a piece of software or an online service. There is a lot more we need to do to understand what the impact of technology on learning actually is and so it is likely a variety of possible methodologies will always need to be available since none of them will always be appropriate for all contexts and conditions.   

17.3 The feedback from the feedback received at the Town Meeting on 9 November 2005 helped inform the restructure of the original project plan as provided a little more time than was originally allocated. The time available to institutions, however, is now determined by the need to finish this particular programme by July 2008 and so it is likely the pace is always going to feel 'brisk'. The pilot institutions have, however, shown us what could be done and so they deservedly become our first Pathfinders.
17.4 The benchmarking exercise has informed the proposals for the Pathfinder Pilot phase and it is here where the synergies with the current and past work of our JISC partners will become particularly important. The type of support required for the Pathfinder Pilots is of a different nature to that required for benchmarking. Because we are seeking to take a more thematic approach to Pathfinder this should enable the Pathfinder institutions to benefit from inputs from other work taking place in the sector, a significant part of which are JISC funded initiatives. But that is for a later narrative.   
Appendix A
The Consultants 
The three consultancies that supported the Benchmarking Pilot are:

1. Professor Paul Bacsich – Paul is Visiting Professor at the University of Middlesex. He also has a long track record in e-learning research and project management and has a broad grasp of the international perspective of e-learning benchmarking. Paul supported the cluster of institutions on the bottom right of figure 1 (the Pick and Mix, and eMM – e-Learning Maturity Model approaches to e-benchmarking). He also worked on a concordance of e-benchmarking methods with Professor Peter Chatterton, and the Manchester eMM team. Paul is also a contributor to the Academy e-benchmarking public weblog. 

2. Observatory of Borderless Higher Education (Svava Bjarnason, John Fielden, Allan Schofield) – The OBHE team already have an established track record in international e-learning benchmarking. They supported the cluster of institutions on the top right of figure 1. The OBHE methodology is the most 'packaged' of all the approaches piloted.
3. Professor Peter Chatterton – Peter is external adviser to the Blended Learning CETL at the University of Hertfordshire and is well respected by the CETL team. Peter also contributed to the Academy e-benchmarking public weblog. Peter had, arguably, the most challenging role in that he is not the 'owner' of a particular e-benchmarking approach but, yet, is supported three institutions using the ELTI (Embedding Learning Technologies Institutionally) tool (one of which is the ELTI 'owner', i.e. Bristol), plus the University of Strathclyde (MIT90s framework). Peter supported the institutions on the top left of figure 1.
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