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1 Introduction
This report is the final (public)report by Peter Chatterton of Daedalus e-World in connection with the Higher Education Academy e-learning pilot benchmarking project. 
The institutions supported were:
· University of Wales Institute, Cardiff (UWIC)

· University of Bristol (UoB)
· University of Strathclyde (UoS)
· University of Hertfordshire (UoH)
Three of the institutions adopted the ELTI tool (UWIC, UoB & UoH) whilst UoS adopted the MIT90s framework.

This report covers:
· The general lessons learnt by the four institutions.

· Lessons learnt from the benchmarking process and the tools used. 

· Recommendations for enhancing the ELTI tool. 

This report does not contain individual comments and recommendations for each institution as these are confidential to the institutions. 

2 Lessons learnt
2.1 The benchmarking exercise

· All four institutions reported that the benchmarking exercise was timely in terms of linking with and supporting other organisational initiatives/strategies.
· Institutions were undertaking the benchmarking exercise mostly for internal audit purposes, rather than comparative benchmarking. The term “benchmarking” did not therefore accurately reflect the real activity that took place.

· The terms “e-learning” and “blended learning” tended to be used synonymously. 
· Each institution appreciated the contacts with other institutions to share experiences – though this contact was resisted by some at the beginning of the benchmarking exercise. It is thought that the change in attitude towards sharing came about largely through developing confidence and experience in the process and outcomes. The next benchmarking pilot institutions should be encouraged to learn from this and to start sharing ASAP.
· Institutional top level buy-in is absolutely critical to the success of institutional benchmarking. The HEA, acting as an external agent, has been able to encourage such top-level buy-in. However, as benchmarking progresses, in time, to the local level (Schools, Departments, Faculties), the key stakeholders for securing buy-in will be Deans and Heads of Departments. 
· Each institution re-enforced the need to place great emphasis/time on working out benchmarking aims, issues and planning.

· Each institution also re-enforced the need to identify key stakeholder groups and to choose appropriate methods for collecting data for each of these groups. Generally, the most effective techniques were found to be focus groups and individual interviews. 
· Each institution agreed that the process and the dialogue that the process created was an extremely critical element of the benchmarking exercise. This all helps to build consensus and relationships (particularly between central units and departments). This was largely achieved through focus groups and individual interviews. There was general agreement in the need for more (& sustained) in-depth dialogue. 
· There needs to be more systematic capturing of the outcomes of the benchmarking.
· In some cases, there is a need to consider subject/discipline perspectives across the sector. There were views expressed that subject centres may wish to do some benchmarking.
· Important to avoid people telling you what you want to hear – e.g. by asking the same question of different people (triangulation).

· A key issue that evolved was the need to provide greater support to departments in embedding e-learning and that this can be achieved through a partnership approach between Schools/Faculties/Departments and centralised support units. This reflects the general progress of embedding e-learning from purely institutional activities to a focus of activities supporting Schools, Faculties and Departments. Such progress results in the need for benchmarking tools to support benchmarking at the local level, though the ELTI tool as it stands is primarily focused at the institutional level.  The work carried out by the University of Bristol can help here as they have enhanced the tools with a faculty/departmental focus.
· For future benchmarking institutions, it would be helpful to them for pilot institutions/consultants to run an initial workshop (of users of the same tool). Over time, this workshop could be converted into a “blended learning” workshop. Each institution would be very happy to provide consultancy support.

· There were problems relating to the timing of the Pathfinder bids and having sufficient time to complete and evaluate the pilot benchmarking process. It was recommended that, in the future, more time should be allowed. 

· Benchmarking projects should result in a series of recommendations and actions for the institution to implement. It is important, in order to sustain the effects of the benchmarking exercise, that the institution and the HEA implement processes & activities to ensure that the actions/recommendations from the benchmarking exercise are fully followed through. Pathfinder projects will account for some activities, though these will be a sub-set of the total actions/recommendations. The HEA can support this through follow-up with each institution at a strategic level – in particular, to ensure that adequate resources and top-down support is provided. 
· The costs/cost-effectiveness of e-learning were not generally investigated though the University of Strathclyde has a strong interest in this area and will be implementing measures to explore cost-effectiveness. 
· There is a need to consider academic as well as student expectations. 
· Generally, the HEFCE e-learning measures of success were not employed in the benchmarking exercise – the reason generally cited was that they are rather general in nature and not prioritised. 

2.2 The ELTI tool
Section 3 (The ELTI Toolkit) gives details of the lessons learnt.
2.3 The MIT90s framework

· The University of Strathclyde was the only University to adopt this organisational framework. As it stands, it does not incorporate any success indicators and the University is still in the process of fully developing these. The framework helps to provide a balanced view of issues and how they relate to each other. The process of developing the success indicators has been highly beneficial to the University as it has created much internal dialogue and buy-in from stakeholders. This has been led by David Nicol who has considerable experience and interest in this area. However, not every University will want to start from scratch in terms of developing all its benchmarking success indicators so this approach will not be suitable in such cases. 
· Furthermore, the MIT90s is an organisational framework and is thus appropriate for use with the institution as a whole and possibly with a focus on schools, faculties and departments. However, other frameworks would be required when it comes to benchmarking/auditing the student/academic teaching/learning/assessment experience and curriculum design. 
2.4 General institutional lessons learnt

· There is a conflict between QA processes and change management/innovation. QAA must therefore allow for change, innovation and responsiveness (Universities vary in the prescriptiveness of their QAA processes).
· There must be alignment between discipline strategies, business plans/budgets and resources for e-learning (particularly available academic time) as well as commitment from resource holders (in particular, Heads of Departments).

· Benchmarking needs to be aligned with HEI processes & policies.

· Success indicators should be developed that are an essential element of ongoing strategic review and monitoring – at institutional and local levels. 

· Career structure & incentives must be aligned with e-learning. 
· e-Learning must be aligned with drivers at the coalface i.e. at discipline/programme level e.g. relating to efficiency and effectiveness/quality, student pressures & flexibility. 

· External examiners need to be fully integrated and informed about e-learning with access to the MLE.

· The focus of embedding of e-learning is moving to the local level i.e. in schools/departments - and on curriculum design & learning, teaching and assessment practice.

· Raising the level of internal communications (e.g. for sharing best practice and avoiding “re-inventing the wheel” syndrome) must be a key priority.
2.5 Reporting/blogging

· The blogging system could be enhanced with additional features that promoted greater interaction (e.g. discussion groups, wikis) as well as increased structure and better usage guidelines. This would facilitate systematic capturing of information as the benchmarking exercise progresses.
· There was acceptance about the need to avoid report retro-fitting but this needs to be balanced with elapsed time for reflection. 

· A mid-point review may well be appropriate. 

· There is an ongoing desire to collaborate between the different institutions.
3 The ELTI Toolkit

3.1 Overview

· Each institution that used ELTI identified the need to update the toolkit for the purposes of their benchmarking/auditing exercise. This involved modifying, deleting and adding questions. In some cases, this was felt necessary due to e.g. ambiguity or out-datedness of questions. It was also felt that the rating schemes needed to reflect the questions/possible responses and that there should be greater opportunity for open-ended comments. In other cases, questions/indicators evolved e.g. to include the student experience and to extend the focus to Faculty level. All participants agreed that this reflection on the questions/indicators is an essential stage of the ELTI-based benchmarking process. 
· It was generally agreed by the institutions that the ELTI toolkit provides a foundation, framework, guide and structure for benchmarking/auditing, though the toolkit should be improved and enhanced by:

· Increasing the usability of the facilitators guide to ensure that key processes, activities and stages are re-enforced and made fully clear e.g. setting of aims and objectives and identifying what is being benchmarked. 
· Updating the questions/indicators to reflect current knowledge and effective practice of the HE community - however, there was polarization of views on the exact details of how the questions/indicators should be updated. 
· Extending the scope of the tool with (1) a focus on Faculties/Schools/Departments, (2) the student/academic teaching, learning and assessment experience and (3) curriculum design/structure.
· Incorporating additional information for each question. This would include (1) the importance/criticality of the question; (2) the context/rationale for the question and (3) evidence towards the indicators. 

· Secondary means of improving ELTI would include:

· The development of electronic/online tools to aid data collection, analysis and reporting/presentation.
· A “lite” version of ELTI to enable institutions to sustain their benchmarking exercises through follow-up.
· A workshop/induction should be provided to new benchmarking institutions by representatives from those institutions which have used ELTI and the consultant involved. The aim of this would be to:

· Ensure that institutions fully understand the critical stages involved 
· Convey “effective practice” in using ELTI. 
· Support institutions in planning benchmarking and their expectations.

· There was an identified need for a sector ELTI User Group/community – details are given in section 3.4. 

· None of the organisations referenced the HEFCE e-learning measures of success. 

3.2 SWOT Analysis
3.2.1 Strengths

· Established, founded on research and has been used by many institutions

· Good foundation/structure/framework for an institution-wide audit & for benchmarking across institutions. 

· Comprehensive – from an institutional perspective.
· Good support pack/facilitators guide – though could be enhanced to re-enforce critical processes/activities.  

· Numerical responses useful for comparative benchmarking in clubs – though see comments below (weaknesses) in respect of indicators, formats and normalisation. (numbers can be difficult to compare! – different formats for indicators valid – also problem with normalization). 
3.2.2 Weaknesses

· Some questions/indicators outdated and reflect too much the research background of the University of Bristol ILRT department. 
· There is no sustainability plan – for refreshing/updating the toolkit in the light of progress in the sector. 
· Does not focus at faculty/departmental level (& does not include auditing curriculum design and teaching/learning/assessment practice – the student/academic experience). 
· Does not sufficiently make clear whether undertaking comparative benchmarking or auditing.
· Questions/indicators do not give the research/rational/applicability for the question. There is some limited explanation in the Facilitators Guide. 
· Does not emphasise sufficiently the critical processes/activities/stages – particularly the need for formulating own questions/indicators and selecting which parts of the toolkit to use

· The information provided can be overwhelming (too much info in the facilitators guide) and this can result in users not fully appreciating and learning about the guide. 
· There are insufficient electronic tools to aid capturing and analysis of data. 
3.2.3 Opportunities

· Needs refreshing/updating/sustaining:
· Core questions/indicators/terminology

· Additional questions/indicators

· Faculty/departmental focus (curriculum design/structure & student/academic experience – learning, teaching and assessment practice)

· Include research/rationale/applicability/weighting for each question/indicator. 

· Needs institutions to feedback into the refreshing/updating process.
· Needs weighting on questions (prioritizing/rating the most critical questions).
· Formulation of electronic tools (e.g. online data gathering/analysis/reporting for core questions/indicators).
· ELTI exercises to be conducted in clubs (could be institution or subject focused).
· Formulation of an ELTI User Group.
· Support from institutions who have used it (e.g. workshops).
· Development of a short overview guide to using the toolkit that emphasizes the key processes, activities and stages. 

3.2.4 Threats

· If ELTI is not sustained/updated, it will lose credibility amongst users. 
3.3 Recommendations for ELTI
A working group should be formed from those with experience of ELTI in order to update and enhance the toolkit in the following areas:
3.3.1 Enhancement to Questions/Indicators
· The questions/indicators should be updated to reflect current knowledge and effective practice of the HE community in a three-stage process as follows:
· First stage – refresh the existing question set to form a core set of questions/indicators that will be applicable to most institutions. In addition, further questions/indicators can be included as a supplementary set – those created by each institution and presented in a standard template. It is important that the questions/indicators incorporate additional information – (1) the importance/criticality of the question; (2) the context/rationale for the question and (3) evidence towards the indicators.

· Second stage – extend the scope of the questions/indicators (1) a focus on Faculties/Schools/Departments, (2) the student/academic teaching, learning and assessment experience and (3) curriculum design/structure.
· Third stage – develop a “lite” version of ELTI to enable institutions to sustain their benchmarking exercises through follow-up audits and measurement of success.

3.3.2 Enhancement to Facilitators Guide

· The usability of the facilitators guide should be enhanced to ensure that key processes, activities and stages are re-enforced and made fully clear e.g. setting of aims and objectives and identifying what is being benchmarked. Greater use of schematics and process maps should be made and the idea of creating an “Overview of the Key Stages” document should be considered. 
· A checklist for each stage of the process may be a useful additional document to have available. 

3.3.3 Electronic tools

· The development of electronic/online tools to aid data collection, analysis and reporting/presentation.

3.3.4 ELTI User Group

· The benchmarking institutions welcomed the idea of ongoing collaboration and one idea is the formation of an ELTI User Group – see section 3.4 below for details. 

3.3.5 ELTI workshop

· A workshop/induction should be provided to new benchmarking institutions by representatives from those institutions which have used ELTI and the consultant involved. The aim of this would be to:

· Ensure that institutions fully understand the critical stages involved 

· Convey experiences and “effective practice” in using ELTI. 

· Support institutions in planning benchmarking and managing their expectations.

3.4 ELTI User Group

3.4.1 Aim and objectives

To create a community of interested ELTI toolkit practitioners who will sustain the toolkit through:

· Review, update and enhancement of the ELTI toolkit, related resources, its usability and guides/support on a regular basis, to reflect current knowledge, experiences and effective practice.

· Enhancement of the toolkit with a focus on/support for Faculties, Schools and Departments:

· a subset of the institution toolkit 

· additional emphasis on curriculum design and structure

· additional emphasis on learning, teaching and assessment practice (the student and academic experiences)

· Creation of a “lite” toolkit to include support for regular monitoring of strategy and implementation plans.

· Creation of a “virtual online” version of the ELTI toolkit (e.g. web-based data collection/analysis/presentation/reporting tools)

· Provision of a real and a virtual forum for ELTI practitioners to dialogue on the toolkit and effective practice application.

· Creation of opportunities for institutions to benchmark with each other e.g. at institutional or discipline/subject levels.

· Link with and support HEA e-learning benchmarking framework and HEFCE e-learning strategy

3.4.2 Benefits

· ELTI will more accurately reflect the current knowledge and effective practice of the HE community.

· Stimulate dialogue in the HE community. 

· The usability and efficiency of use of the toolkit will be enhanced. 

· Provide a forum for sharing experiences, case studies and comparative benchmarking between institutions/discipline areas. 

· Provide a single source knowledge-base relating to ELTI and its applications. 

3.4.3 Online Forum Features

· ELTI Toolkit (version controlled & draft updates for feedback)

· “Virtual online” ELTI toolkit (e.g. data collection/analysis tools)

· Focused subject-specific discussions  
· Wiki

· Blogging
· Guides & effective practice 

· Case studies

· Library, links and resources

· Feedback 

· Meetings

· Tasks 

· Benchmarking clubs for comparative benchmarking. 

· User group members

3.4.4 Subjects 
· Suggestions: skills; infrastructure; culture, organisation and management; strategy, policy and processes; quality assurance; methodologies and approaches; risks, barriers and constraints etc.)

3.4.5 Next steps

· Agree a small group to take ownership.

· Prepare a proposal & business case – to include funding options. 

4 Recommendations 
4.1 What should be made available for September Benchmarking Institutions?

· There is no realistic time-scale for updating the ELTI toolkit for the October 2006 benchmarking institutions. It is therefore suggested that the following is prepared for these institutions:

· A short review document of the ELTI toolkit – largely based on the Section 3 of this document (i.e. lessons learnt from using it, SWOT analysis, potential enhancements, guidance for using ELTI – to cover critical stages, activities etc.). Peter Chatterton will prepare a draft of this for approval by the ELTI users.
· The modified question/indicator sets that were developed by each institution, together with explanatory notes.

· An Excel template of the existing toolkit with additional columns for feedback and comments (this will be prepared by Peter Chatterton).
· The reports prepared by each institution for the Pilot Internal Dissemination Workshop (21 June 2006).

· Recommendations for survey software/systems. 

· In addition to the above, a workshop should be run for the ELTI benchmarking institutions as described in section 3.3 – with the aim of:

· Ensuring that institutions fully understand the critical stages involved 

· Conveying experiences and “effective practice” in using ELTI. 

· Supporting institutions in planning benchmarking and managing their expectations.

· The workshop should NOT be the first activity of the benchmarking process. Rather, institutions should be encouraged to pre-prepare for the workshop – by carrying out the first stage of the process (Plan audit design and methods), which will include the setting of aims, objectives and expectations. Institutions should also be encouraged to have pre-discussed the second stage (Identify issues and stakeholders). 
· In respect of the MIT90s framework, it is suggested that the final report (yet to be prepared) by the University of Strathclyde is made available to institutions in future stages of the benchmarking exercise that are considering incorporating the model into their thinking about benchmarking. The report will provide useful guidance to the adoption and applicability of this organisational framework. However, it needs to be recognized that MIT90s in relation to the benchmarking of e-learning actually provides an underlying framework for major organizational change and so it both informs, and is informed by, a benchmarking of e-learning exercise.  Unlike other methodologies exercised in the pilot phase, however, there is no 'off the shelf' package of benchmarking tools and indicators. Strathclyde's contention is that the process of coordinated and widespread consultation and consequent iterative planning) generates its own tools and indicators (initially qualitative but later quantitative). It is unclear whether this need for widespread institutional co-ordination and involvement to pump prime the development of qualitative and then quantitative indicators will prove any more challenging within the time constraints of the phase 1 benchmarking than the other methodologies.
· As with the suggestion of the ELTI workshop, any institution incorporating the MIT90s framework into their benchmarking exercise could be offered a workshop/support by the University of Strathclyde team – if they are happy to provide such support. 
4.2 Development of ELTI
· Details of recommendations for development of the ELTI toolkit are given in section 3.3 which include:

· Enhancements to questions/Indicators.
· Enhancements to facilitators guide.
· Development of electronic tools.
· The above work could be mediated by the proposed ELTI User Group (see section 3.4) which could also serve to sustain the lifetime of ELTI with the input and collaboration of the HE sector. 
4.3 Improvements in the support for the benchmarking process
Facilitating greater collaboration and sharing
· A club approach (of all those adopting the ELTI toolkit) should be instilled from the outset of the benchmarking process. Institutions should be encouraged to meet face-to-face at pre-agreed intervals to align with critical phases of the benchmarking process – with the consultant and member from a previous benchmarking team. The workshop outlined above would be the first of such visits. Greater systematic reporting (& sharing) should be encouraged – see below.
· The club approach should be further developed through the concept of an ELTI User Group. Recommendations for the formation of this were detailed in section 3.4. The aim is to create a community of interested ELTI toolkit practitioners who will sustain the toolkit – with the aid of a structured online information management system to facilitate sharing and systematic reporting. 
4.3.1 Consultancy support

· Broadly, the amount of consultancy support provided to the pilot benchmarking institutions should be provided to the new institutions. Emphasis will be placed on face-to-face meetings as these are critical for developing trust and effective communications between team members. 
· This can be enhanced with support from prior benchmarking team members.
· Greater emphasis on a structured plan with agreed deliverables will be made.

4.3.2 Reporting/blogging/information management

· It is recommended that systematic and structured reporting should be encouraged. The consultant will develop a range of templates to facilitate this which will be used at different stages of the benchmarking process.
· In addition, an online information management system should be provided which should serve the purposes of enhancing online collaboration and facilitating structured and systematic reporting. The proposed ELTI User Group (see section 3.4) would serve such a purpose – though the HEA may wish to widen elements of the ELTI User Group to be focused on more generic benchmarking. 
4.4 HEA Benchmarking Framework

· There should not be a single recommended benchmarking 'toolkit', rather, the choice of benchmarking methodology should be informed by, and eventually map to, a benchmarking framework.

· Such a framework could include: 

· Key stages, processes, activities inputs/outputs.
· Scope of benchmarking to include (but not limited to) institutional, School/Faculty/Departmental; student/academic teaching, learning & assessment experience, curriculum design. 

· Consolidating effective practice.
· QA.
· Facilitating dialogues and information/knowledge exchange.
· Facilitating benchmarking as well as auditing. 

· Guide to tools/toolkits (where/when appropriate).

· Minimum criteria for approving tools/toolkits. 
· Facilitating updating & continuous improvement in the tools/toolkits.
· Resources and links.
· A framework could also focus on the difficult issues of evaluating cost-effectiveness, “total cost of ownership” and drivers/benefits for e-learning. 
4.5 Institutional follow-ups

· With some institutions, it has been recommended that the HEA carry out follow-up meetings at high-level within the organisation. The purpose will be to ensure that recommendations from the benchmarking are being addressed with appropriate resources. 
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