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Higher Education Academy Benchmarking Pilot
Final Public Report on Pick&Mix and eMM pilots
by Paul Bacsich
0.
Executive Summary

0.1
Overview

This is the public version of the Final Report on the “e-benchmarking” pilot, with reference to the three Pick&Mix pilots (at Chester, Leicester and Staffordshire) and the one eMM pilot (at Manchester) overseen by Paul Bacsich of Matic Media Ltd.
There will in a month or two be a separate Report on the Concordance Project (which is looking at comparisons between certain methodologies) – but that project does not complete until late September 2006. However, this Report does incorporate some insights from that project, where relevant. 
Section 1 summarises the lessons learned on the two methodologies deployed: Pick&Mix and eMM.

Section 2 summarises the “administrivia” of meetings and travel as a way of giving flesh to the bare bones of benchmarking project management.

Section 3 details my observations on the pilots analysed according to the template used by the Higher Education Academy to help HEIs to carry out their own analyses.
Section 4 describes in detail the next release of Pick&Mix, draft details of which are now available separately. It also summarises the public resources co-developed by myself and the pilot HEIs to assist institutions using Pick&Mix in the future. This may give some flavour of how a User Group might work.
Section 5 is a brief introduction to directions for the future of eMM – the details depend on future work and consultation with other stakeholders.
In addition to the components always envisaged for this Report, for convenience the Report also incorporates polished versions of additional reports produced along the way, on frameworks (see section 6) and project management approaches (see subsection 4.6 on “engagement”). Finally, it incorporates (see section 7) the first public version of an earlier report on competitor analysis, updated for this pilot.
The Report does not include the full details of revised specification material for either methodology –  however, it does outline the evidential base for revised specifications. (The revised specifications for Pick&Mix are discussed in section 4 and some suggestions for the next UK release of eMM are in section 5.)
The report makes extensive reference to postings and documents on the e-benchmarking blog created by the Higher Education Academy and on the blogs created by the institutions involved in the pilot. Since the URLs for these are usually long and complex they are hidden behind the text rather than being made explicit. It also makes use of material in an early form generated for the Higher Education Academy E-Benchmarking and Pathfinder Wiki (however, note that by the very nature of a wiki the precise contents of a wiki entry are subject to change).

For full effect and value this document is best read online so that all such links can be activated on demand.

0.2
Key conclusions and recommendations

1. Each institution involved in benchmarking should set up a strong core team of middling/senior managers. There should be continuing and evidenced buy-in from the PVC level, but substantial time commitment from that level is not expected. Faculty-level involvement should be encouraged, and required from Deans/Directors/Heads of Department for certain benchmarking questions. (3.1.8)

2. I was more than satisfied with the degree to which the three pilot Pick&Mix institutions documented and reflected on the benchmarking process including making postings on their institutional blogs and providing a variety of public material for future Pick&Mix institutions to draw on. (2.2 and 4.7)
3. In future it would be even better if Pick&Mix institutions collaborated to a greater extent in addition to carrying out their individual benchmarking tasks, and I commit to facilitate this, including by adjustment to the overall project management plan and “ethos”. (3.1.8)
4. The Pick&Mix methodology has stood up to the pilot process and benefited from it. Indeed, it has been refined because of it and is now ready to be made available to Phase 1 institutions. (1.1)

5. In respect of the eMM methodology, while I was more than satisfied with the level of commitment shown to it by the institution involved, their success in using the methodology, and the documentation of their general conclusions, I felt that they did not make much material available, either directly or indirectly via the consultant, on their detailed conclusions, as guidance for future users of the methodology. I accept that it is very hard for a single institution to make input to a methodology without then revealing a great deal of their internal strategy. Hence I recommend that that a single-institution trial of any methodology should not take place in future, irrespective of the institution involved in it. (3.2.8)
6. I recommend that a larger group of institutions should use eMM in Phase 1. However, I also recommend that further work should be done, via the User Group, taking forward that done by the eMM pilot institution, to produce a variant of the eMM methodology more appropriate to a wider range of UK institutions. (1.2 and 3.2.11)

7. I believe that a benchmarking framework is both possible and desirable, despite the inevitable differences in methodologies. However, since the criterion-based methodologies (Pick&Mix, eMM and ELTI) have a greater degree of methodological commonality, it should be possible to make more progress on a “sub-framework” covering just that style of methodology. I make some proposals as to how that might look. (6.1)

8. The eMM institution and one of the Pick&Mix institutions both felt the need to carry out a specific e-learning staff consultation as part of the benchmarking process. Even though the two benchmarking methodologies are significantly different, there were considerable commonalities in the staff questions used. Consideration should be given to a more common approach to e-learning staff consultations, within the benchmarking framework, across the whole benchmarking programme. (4.7.6)

9. The usual benchmarking focus on comparative aspects was not taken up by the majority of institutions after an initial phase of interest, except for one Pick&Mix institution. In part this is because a benchmarking club was not developed (see recommendation 3 above) but in part also because the skills of competitor analysis are little known to the majority of staff in an institution. It has also just become evident (including from the overall evaluation) that there was an increasing interest in comparative work towards the end of the pilot phase. To assist in this area, I have provided some suggestions for how institutions can take forward competitor analysis in future. (7.1 to 7.4) 
1.
Lessons learned on methodologies
1.1
Pick&Mix

In this subsection I am speaking as the original developer of Pick&Mix but reflecting on user input from the pilots together with other sources of input. 

(Readers new to Pick&Mix can get a summary here. Note that it was earlier called “Pick & Mix”.)
The Pick&Mix methodology has in my view stood up well to the piloting. It has not been difficult to update and refine it – in the light of (a) feedback from the Pick&Mix pilots (see subsection 3.1), (b) feedback from wider circles, including concordance work, and (c) feedback from the two late July HEI “reflection” meetings. The aim is that with a little more work there will be a version 2.0 of Pick&Mix put in the public domain for the beginning of Benchmarking Phase 1 in October, leading to an interim release 2.1 (again in the public domain) just after the supplementary criteria for Phase 1 are finalised (perhaps in December). 
The emerging e-benchmarking framework (as announced in a posting by Derek Morrison on 18 April), or failure of specific methodologies, or other pressures (e.g. from funding councils or QAA) to mandate specific topics to be benchmarked, might have caused pressure on the remaining benchmarking methodologies such as Pick&Mix to add in specific criteria, but this has not materialised, as yet at least – and in view of the short time left before Phase 1 starts operationally, must be regarded as unlikely at this stage. A draft document on release 2.0 was made available to the Higher Education Academy internally on 17 June and the Pick&Mix 2.0 beta 1 release and release notes put on the web via a blog posting on 27 July. 
It is unlikely that there will be enough further changes to necessitate a full new release (3.0) for Benchmarking Phase 2; instead a version 2.2 should be adequate. This will be created jointly by the consultant(s) and involved HEIs (within the context of the User Group) as a by-product of the criterion refinement phase of Phase 2; and as usual with Pick&Mix final specifications, put in the public domain via the Creative Commons mechanism.
1.2
eMM (e-Learning Maturity Model)

In this subsection I am speaking as the consultant looking after the University of Manchester pilot of the eMM methodology. I have been interested in this methodology since the middle of 2005 and am regularly in touch with the lead developer, Dr Stephen Marshall.
(Readers new to eMM can get a summary here.)

Via early work with the University of Manchester and later in the still-developing Concordance Project, I have made a suggestion for a slightly more UK-specific and “lower-footprint” version of eMM. This will be soon made available to await comment from others in the group taking forward the future of eMM in the UK including of course Dr Stephen Marshall (the lead developer of eMM) and the University of Manchester, as well as those using eMM in Phase 1.
2.
Meetings and travel

This section gives a summary of all trips charged to the Higher Education Academy for both Pick&Mix work and eMM work (including trips associated with Stephen Marshall’s visit) but not for any work on the Concordance Project.
2.1
Higher Education Academy meetings

The following meetings have taken place:
1. Launch meeting for pilots, London, 20 January 2006.
2. First consultants meeting, London, 17 May 2006.
3. Second consultants meeting, London, 20 June 2006.
4. Final meeting for pilots, London, 21 June 2006.
No further Academy-level meetings have taken place during the period of the Pilot.
2.2
Meetings at Pilot Sites

This is an overview of the meetings I had at the pilot sites. It may seem like “administrivia” but the intention is to reify the somewhat abstract project management plans that benchmarkers tend to have and to give some idea of the real-world affordances and constraints. All items are linked back to the relevant institutional blog entries where possible.
2.2.1
Chester
There were seven meetings that I attended (plus several more internal ones):
1. Kick-off meeting, Chester, 14 February 2006, 8.30-2.15 (with working dinner the evening before with core team) – described in their posting of 20 March.
2. Criterion-setting meeting and staff interviews, Chester, 8 March 2006, 9.30-3.00 – also described in another posting of 20 March.
3. Criterion-setting workshop, Chester, 16 March 2006, 10.30-1.00, surrounded by other meetings including with PVC and core team – extensively described in a posting of 27 March. There was an internal follow-up meeting on 30 March where the first steps were taken to start structuring and gathering the evidence. There is a posting of 7 April describing this, and the evidence file should be useful to other institutions planning similar activity.
4. Evidence-gathering workshop, Chester, 26 April 2006, 1.00-4.00, followed by core team meeting and working dinner. This was more in the nature of a progress meeting and is well documented in a posting of 28 April.

5. Scoring meeting, Chester, 15 May 2006, 11.00-3.30, with pre-meeting with core team. This is well-documented in a posting of 19 May which should provide detailed guidance to other institutions. This posting also provides links to the staff consultation survey and student consultation survey forms that Chester used as part of the evidence-gathering and have made available publicly.
6. Mid-project review meeting (focussing on the related projects), Chester, 24 May 2006, 1.00‑4.00, followed by other meetings and working dinner with PVC and Derek Morrison This is described in a posting of 8 June. (Next day the Chester staff development workshop was held at which Derek was the keynote.)
7. “Reflection” meeting (focussing on benchmarking transition to institutional planning and to Pathfinder), Chester, 26 July 2006. A draft report on this was made available to the Higher Education Academy and a public report is expected soon.
There were more meetings than I originally planned at Chester for the following reasons:
· Chester became the “pilot within the pilot”, running faster than the others and with a well-resourced active team who kept the consultant on his toes.
· They took a wide view of the benchmarking activity, with several sub-studies in addition to the main benchmarking activity.
· There was much stronger than expected buy-in from faculty-based staff, necessitating more people to process, not all of whom could be at the same meetings (at Chester four benchmarking exercises were done – three faculty-level “slices” in addition to the institutional “slice”).
· The “reflection” meeting was a late idea more to do with Pathfinder and institutional needs than with benchmarking per se – but it seemed to pay dividends both internally and externally (interestingly all three Pick&Mix HEIs originally opted for a reflection meeting – although one later deferred it until the Autumn).

2.2.2
Leicester

There were five main meetings:
1. Kick-off meeting, Leicester, 15 February 2006, 9.30-1.00 pm.
2. Criterion-finalisation meeting, Leicester, 17 March 2006, 9.30-12.00 noon. This is described in their posting on the Leicester “events” blog of 22 March and the presentation I gave is publicly available on their “presentations” blog.
3. Evidence-generation meeting, Leicester, 24 April 2006, 3.15-5.45 pm. The “evidence” form used by Leicester is publicly available on their blog.
4. Scoring meeting, Leicester, 1 June 2006, 2.00-5.00 pm.
5. Scoring meeting on Faculty slices, 5 June 2006, on a day that I could not attend – but the meeting went ahead and was successful. It is well documented on their posting of 20 June.
An additional “reflection” meeting was postponed by Leicester – however they are planning to host a pilots-wide version of a “reflection” meeting on 27 September.
Additionally, there has been an opportunity for me to discuss the benchmarking exercise at other Leicester events, in particular:
· Presentation at Beyond Distance Research Alliance meeting, Leicester, 10-11 January 2006 (attended by the Vice-Chancellor).
· External Advisory Group for e-Learning Research, Leicester, 11 April 2006 (chaired by PVC).
2.2.3
Staffordshire

There were four meetings:
1. Kick-off meeting, Stoke Campus, 3 March 2006, 11.30-4.00 pm. This is described in their posting of 20 March on the Staffordshire blog. At that meeting it was also agreed to consult on the supplementary criteria by email rather than hold the more usual face to face meeting. The details of their decision (with my advice) were posted on their blog on 6 April.
2. Evidence-generation meeting and scoring rehearsal, Stafford Campus, 4 May 2006, 9.30-2.00 pm. This is documented in a posting of 15 May.
3. Scoring meeting, Stoke Campus, 6 June 2006, 9.15-12.00 noon. This is documented in a posting of 12 June and in particular contains a substantial and authoritative critique of some of the Pick&Mix criteria with suggestions for improvement of wording.
4. Reflection meeting, Stafford Campus, 24 July 2006, 11.30-3.00 pm. As part of the run-up to this their benchmarking report (without scores) was made available publicly on the web.
This was one less meeting than I originally planned; however it is mitigated by the following factors:

· The Staffordshire proposal was of a slightly more minimal nature than the others, e.g. no Faculty “slices” – however, there was Faculty-level involvement at the end of the process in the “reflection” meeting.
· Their meetings were very efficiently run and well prepared for

· The project leader (Liz Hart) is experienced in benchmarking (of libraries) including in collaborative projects.
· Professor Mark Stiles was a member of the project team – he is of course very experienced in sectoral e-learning aspects (via JISC), thus issues of “comparability” were swiftly and knowledgeably dealt with.
· They used email extremely well (which is not the same as using it a lot).
A key aspect of the Pick & Mix approach is to be a little relaxed about the project management surround, and my view is that Staffordshire discharged their role well and within the spirit of the Pick & Mix approach. 
At their “reflection” meeting a number of faculty-based staff made valuable input. 
2.2.4
Manchester 

It should first be pointed out that I have had involvement with the University of Manchester before the benchmarking pilot started and have continued to have involvement with a range of staff.

· I was involved in the setting up of the e-Learning Research Centre (eLRC), which had nodes at the Universities of Southampton and Manchester, and had specific involvement with the University of Manchester node on a number of activities over the last two years.
· With the assistance of a colleague from Matic Media Ltd, I carried out in early 2005 a benchmarking exercise comparing e-learning in Manchester Business School with a range of external comparators. (It was in preparation for this study that Pick&Mix was developed – then it was further refined under the impetus of the European Commission.) The report was completed in late March 2005 but I was called upon to do some further work on embedding the report in MBS in September 2005 – in particular to help organise an e-learning conference for the Faculty of Humanities. I continue to have an ongoing working relationship with a number of key individuals in MBS.

· I have also been approached and have had dealings with another department in connection with e-learning but the details are commercial in confidence.

· In ALT circles, I have worked for some time on publications aspects with a key member of the core benchmarking team who is now one of the Trustees of ALT.

The eMM methodology was developed by Stephen Marshall in New Zealand for the purposes of benchmarking the New Zealand HE sector, and that this work is still ongoing. Since the main expert for this methodology is thus overseas, Manchester requested and received a modest grant in support of Stephen Marshall coming to the UK to lead a workshop for Manchester's benefit on the background to, and the processes associated with, engaging with the eMM. 
In specific terms of my involvement “on site” there were four benchmarking meetings and four meetings with Stephen Marshall:
1. Kick-off meeting, Manchester, 13 February 2006, morning.
2. eMM workshop by Stephen Marshall, Manchester, 4 April 2006, 10.30-4.30 pm.
3. eMM semi-public seminar by Stephen Marshall, 5 April 2006, Manchester, 4.00-6.00 pm.
4. Working meeting with Paul and Stephen, actually in Sheffield, 6 April 2006, all day.
5. Wrap-up meeting with Manchester and Stephen, 7 April 2006, morning.
6. eMM-Pick&Mix concordance meeting part 1 (prior to the Concordance Project being set up), Manchester, 27 April 2006, 11.00-1.00 pm. 
7. eMM- Pick&Mix concordance meeting part 2 then eMM team meeting on evidence collection (still prior to formal Concordance Project starting), 5 May 2006, 11.00-3.30 pm. Key results from these concordance meetings are described in their blog posting of 26 May and the attached report.
8. (morning) Meeting with John Hostler (Head of the Teaching Learning and Assessment Office) and other senior members of the University of Manchester, then (in afternoon) my final meeting (in the pilot) with the eMM team, 19 June 2006.

It should be noted that unlike with the Pick&Mix pilots, the University of Manchester were deploying a methodology that they were themselves familiar with, thus the nature of my involvement with them was more facilitative (as with the Stephen Marshall visit) and as a point of reflection/critique (including concordance work) – hence the above set of meetings represents only a fraction of the activities that the University undertook. Some further details of their internal meetings are on their blog – see for example their posting of 18 June on staff feedback.

Given the very different nature of the institution and the methodology, and the fact that this was a single-institution trial, it is not possible to draw any comparative conclusions from this information other than the above points.
3.
Observations
The following is based on the template issued to pilot institutions to assist in their feedback at the 21 June 2006 project meeting. I shall give my own views and then in some cases reflect on institutional experience and views – however rather than focus on what I felt of specific institutions, I shall focus on recommendations for the future.
3.1
Pick&Mix

This subsection aims to answer for Pick&Mix the following questions originally posed in the feedback template to the HEIs.
1. Original rationale for your participation in the e-benchmarking exercise?

2. Modifications to the rationale in the light of experience?

3. Anticipated scope of the e-benchmarking activity, e.g. institution, faculty, department?

4. Actual scope of the e-benchmarking activity and why?

5. Who was involved and what was their role?

6. Affordances from taking part in the e-benchmarking exercise?

7. Constraints, institutional reactions, unexpected issues?

8. Would you do anything differently if you were to start again?

9. On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being best) rate your experience of e-benchmarking? – why?

10. On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being best) rate the e-benchmarking tools you used – why?

11. What next?

12. Lessons for e-benchmarking phase 1 institutions and the wider sector?

I shall consider myself and the three organisations together.
3.1.1
Original rationale for your participation in the e-benchmarking exercise?
As a former academic and continuing (if rather part-time) researcher, I was attracted to an innovative area with good links to policy issues. 

The easiest thing for me to offer was the methodology Pick&Mix that I had developed myself – however, in my other benchmarking work (both for the Higher Education Academy and other clients) I have studied and used a range of approaches – see the wiki entry for some general remarks about the concordance project and the Matic Media Ltd benchmarking page 
for details of my benchmarking activities outside the Higher Education Academy remit.
3.1.2
Modifications to the rationale in the light of experience?
Mine have not changed and I remain committed to the principle and practice of benchmarking e‑learning. I am also interested in making contributions to the Benchmarking SIG and I support the concept of a User Group for each methodology. (See the HE Academy blog and in particular the posting of 16 August for brief descriptions of these).
3.1.3
Anticipated scope of the e-benchmarking activity, e.g. institution, faculty, department?
As a consultant I am comfortable with either or both of institution-based and faculty-based benchmarking. Three of the four HEIs did explicit faculty-based benchmarking.

The original thrust of the HEFCE e-learning strategy seemed to take the institution as the natural unit for its e-learning strategic interventions – this view is consistent with many of the HEFCE interventions (e.g. TQEF) and by its very governance model. Yet the Higher Education Academy inherits a strong subject-based tradition in its Subject Centres. In a future phase it might be useful to consider one or two subject-based benchmarking activities across consortia of institutions – perhaps piloted with some subjects where relatively few HEIs are involved.
Two out of the three Pick&Mix HEIs were keen to do faculty-level benchmarking, as well as (not instead of) an institutional cut:
· Chester started off with ambitious plans to do various slices as well as the institution, and a number of specific studies including competitor analysis. They slightly scaled down their slices plans to just three, but did them well.
· Leicester had a realistic plan linked to their strategy, was agnostic on methodology and strong in linking benchmarking criteria to its strategy. They also did slices (three faculties).
· Staffordshire again had a realistic plan focussed on the institutional level. They did not do slices – but they said they would not. At their final “reflection” meeting faculty-level staff were involved and made useful contributions.
Chester also had a number of other studies which they linked to benchmarking: on their VLE, on costings, competitor analysis etc. See their blog posting of 28 April and their Final Report (expected shortly) for more information.
3.1.4
Actual scope of the e-benchmarking activity and why?
All three Pick&Mix institutions carried out in full all the planned tasks, with the exception in some cases of competitor analysis.
All three institutions originally planned to do competitor analysis – and lists of comparators were duly drawn up as a joint process. In the end, only one (Chester) carried out much activity in this area – which admittedly is known to be hard. However, the two other HEIs had rather more competitive information available than might at first sight be evident, which they used, with my help, to refine their scores:
· At Staffordshire, the project leader Liz Hart was experienced in benchmarking on collaborative projects, and Professor Mark Stiles was a member of the project team – he is of course very experienced in sectoral e-learning aspects (via JISC).
· At Leicester, several key staff on the team came quite recently from other institutions; the institution not too long ago revised its e-learning strategy in the light of an external environment scan as well as extensive internal consultations; the project leader Professor Gilly Salmon has much experience advising many HEIs on e-learning; and another member of the team, Richard Taylor, was formerly the project leader of the HEFCE-funded Maximize collaborative project on benchmarking sales and marketing.

For guidance to those in future phases, some notes on competitor analysis are added in section 7. In my view these are not heavily dependent on using the Pick&Mix methodology.
3.1.5
Who was involved and what was their role?
There was a noticeable difference between two of the Pick&Mix HEIs and the other:

· Chester and Staffordshire had core teams with around four to six senior or middling-level managers. Chester’s team was regularly augmented with e-learning advisors from the faculties. Both these teams had directors and their immediate deputies on the team. Both teams were senior and broad enough that it seemed to me they could mobilise whom they wanted from across the campus, including from Faculties when required. These seem good role models for future benchmarking projects.
· The Leicester team was led by the Professor of e-Learning and was less broadly resourced than the others. Although two other senior staff were on the core team they had very busy diaries which affected their attendance – but the contributions they did make were valuable. Recruitment issues beyond the project leader’s control delayed the appointment of the main worker on benchmarking. 

It is believed that some other HEIs also had researchers in charge of benchmarking, but it has to be noted that benchmarking e-learning is primarily an operational task, even though it has research aspects and perhaps publishable outcomes. However, in being research-led it was perhaps natural that the University of Leicester took the lead on disseminating information and their “presentations” and “useful documents” folders in their blog contain useful material all publicly available.
As a general principle, intra-campus secondment seems a more reliable route for staffing, unless lead times are longer. (Interestingly, due to the longer lead time for Pathfinder, it seems that Leicester is able to recruit more easily for the Pathfinder phase.)
3.1.6
Affordances from taking part in the e-benchmarking exercise?
In my view the affordances of Pick&Mix are many, from which I believe that the HEIs have benefited. In particular Chester has shown that one can integrate a wide range of studies into Pick&Mix. Staffordshire have shown that an HEI with good internal (and external) knowledge, good existing data collection, and a focussed approach can rapidly generate useful results – although it has to be admitted that this is easier in an institution with strong central direction of e-learning, not always the case in HEIs (whether pre-1992 or post-1992). Leicester is faced with a high degree of decentralisation but was helped by the fact that substantial effort and consultation had already, not too long before the pilot, gone into the development of their e-learning strategy and associated operational plans.
The affordance range is increased by:
· The fact that Pick&Mix is not tied either to a “pure process” or a “pure metric” view.
· The lack of a prescriptive project management or engagement methodology.
· The ability easily to integrate new criteria corresponding to current hot topics (e.g. plagiarism, widening participation, space planning) or taken from other methodologies (e.g. ELTI, eMM, BENVIC).
· The use of level 6 as a flag on a score of 5 to say “something’s different now”.
· The inbuilt sector knowledge and comparability from the use of transparent evidenced public criteria norm-referenced across the sector so that 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 reach for the majority of organisations).
· The “low footprint” nature of the Pick&Mix approach from the use of public criteria couched in familiar vocabulary and concepts with a focus only on those criteria positively correlated with institutional success in e-learning.
3.1.7
Constraints, institutional reactions, unexpected issues?
The subsection title is rather a catch-all so that my responses may seem motley:

· Benchmarking is a project; a project requires project management; project management takes time – one cannot say this too often as it is still so easily forgotten.
· I had fewer issues with rewording criteria than I thought I would.

· I was also surprised by how few new supplementary criteria (essentially none) emerged after the first criterion-setting phase in April. I think it helped that the methodology was up-to-date right before the pilot started. I don’t think I was particularly directive. Some issues were raised at the 21 June meeting for the pilot institutions but no specific points have come out since then in response to my queries about these issues. The new version 2.0 of Pick&Mix does contain several new supplementary criteria, including some which were earlier raised but at the time put (by me, but with HEI agreement) in the “too hard box”. A draft version of the changes was sent to the HEIs for comment over the summer but no new comments have yet surfaced.
· Some universities are very decentralised, down to departments rather than Faculties/Schools. This does seem to raise some issues for those agencies and projects that put strategy and planning at the top of their benchmarking agenda. In Pick&Mix these topics occupy no more than a fifth of the criteria, but perhaps it is important to stress this from time to time as people tend to get obsessed with these topics. (It is a benefit of the MIT90s structuring approach that it encourages a more “balanced scorecard” view – another reason for adding MIT90s tagging into Pick&Mix 2.0 – see later.)
3.1.8
Would you do anything differently if you were to start again?
There is a separate subsection (4.6) on how one might run Pick&Mix slightly differently in future. However, here are four key points:

1. I would advise all Phase 1 institutions to set up strong core teams of middling-senior managers. A good model discovered in the Pick&Mix pilots (but not specifically dependent on the methodology) is to have this team chaired by the Director of Learning and Teaching (if there is one – the relevant PVC is typically too senior), and if not, under a Director of IT or of Information Services who understands and sympathises with e-learning issues. 
2. All teams should have input from e-learning aware staff in Faculties/Schools. This should be the case whether or not there is explicit benchmarking at the “slice” level. See the next point also.
3. Certain Pick&Mix criteria (e.g. on work planning and staff recognition) require Deans/Directors in Faculties/Schools to be involved.
4. One should work harder to ensure that some collaborative activity between cohorts of benchmarking institutions takes place. I commit to do that in the next phase. However, especially in view of the need to link to faculty-level staff, such collaborative activity should be in addition to, not instead of, engagement at the individual institution.
3.1.9
On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being best) rate your experience of e-benchmarking
I was fairly happy with the way it went. However, it is for the institutions to speak for themselves.
3.1.10
On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being best) rate the e-benchmarking tools you used
I found the input from the HEIs valuable and Pick&Mix 2.0 is the better for it. On an IPR note, it is important that the moral rights of contributors to the methodology are duly noted and that the necessary steps are taken to ensure HEI agreement for putting relevant supporting documents associated with released versions into the public domain.
All three HEIs seemed to get on well with Pick&Mix, even if there was the occasional “flurry”. All three considered the issue of supplementary criteria and made useful suggestions – a lot of this was “behind the scenes” but the blog posting from the Staffordshire scoring meeting was particularly useful. All three had some issues with wording of some criteria scoring statements – so did I – in fact the output from these discussions is one of the most valuable for me and the methodology. Two of the core criteria have in fact each been split into two in Pick&Mix 2.0 as a result of these discussions.
3.1.11
What next?
I can see no reason why many more institutions cannot use Pick&Mix. Apart from its dry-run in 2005 on behalf of Manchester Business School and much refinement at seminars and workshops in 2005‑06 (as documented), it has now in 2006 been tested “for real” in three very different organisations:

· a research-led university with a high degree of devolution to departments (rather than to faculties)

· a typical large post-1992 university with strong central direction
· a very new university, with a substantial degree of devolution and a collegiate approach to decision-making.

A number of new supplementary criteria have been added to Pick&Mix and two of the core criteria have been split, partly to ensure that a wide range of universities can engage and find criteria meaningful for their missions, while retaining a core of criteria to ensure some commonality. (It is probably more of a political than a benchmarking question as to how large this core should be, or indeed whether there should be any common core across methodologies.) Pick&Mix has also explicitly accepted in its reworded criteria that there are in some cases multiple paths to good practice – in fact some of these was already in the 1.2 version. See for example the wording of criterion 55 on “Foresight-informed development agenda for e-learning”, as analysed by both Leicester and Staffordshire. The level 3 scoring rubric for this says “Look-ahead (with subscription to central agencies doing foresight – OBHE, etc) or lab, but not both” [my italics].
3.1.12
Lessons for e-benchmarking phase 1 institutions and the wider sector?
Pick&Mix was created on the basis that core criteria would only be added if there was a clear evidential basis that they were critical to success in e-learning. This meant that many nostrums popular in some institutions and with some thinkers were not included in the core criteria. In that sense it has been affected by the “critical success factors” research I have been doing for some years (see for example my recent paper on UKeU) – however, not in an extreme sense. (There is a strand of other benchmarking work I am engaged in, especially for consortia, where there is a relentless focus on “success” and that looks very different, as a typical presentation shows.)
Nevertheless, it is important not to add criteria gratuitously. It was very evident from all the Pick&Mix scoring meetings that 25 criteria is about as much as a scoring meeting can handle within the resource envelope (especially the time footprint on senior staff diaries) that even quite a dedicated institution were prepared to put in. It does not seem to matter how broad the criteria are – possibly counter-intuitively, teams seem to be able to score broad criteria as quickly as narrow ones – we had quite a rigid clock ticking at the scoring meetings. What does take more time is if the criteria are not aligned to familiar structures or processes.
It would be unwise if, because of pressure to consolidate or remix criteria, or to take account of Funding Council expectations, the number of core criteria were allowed to grow above 30. A larger range of optional criteria (called “supplementary” in Pick&Mix speak) is of course possible and even desirable. In fact consideration is being given to the idea of a Criterion Bank where a wide range of supplementary criteria is available for use – and I respectfully suggest that all the public criterion methodologies formally adopt the core/supplementary approach (especially since it seems that, informally, most have).
One of the other things that makes this feasible is familiarity. It would not be at all a good idea to import systems from further education or from schools as many staff especially in old universities would find too few points of contact with their own organisations.

3.2
eMM

Given that the eMM trial was single-institution, it is not possible to go into much detail in this subsection on the HEI view without breaking confidences. 
3.2.1
Original rationale for your participation in the e-benchmarking exercise?
As a consultant I was very interested in piloting another methodology as well as my own Pick&Mix, in order to gain some sense of comparison. I had been in touch with Stephen Marshall, the originator of eMM, since early 2005 and attended the first workshop on eMM that he ran outside New Zealand (Melbourne, November 2005) at a small conference on benchmarking which I was attending as the guest of ACODE (the Australian Council on Open and Distance Education). In addition, the conceptual basis of eMM appealed to the computer scientist in me and the business justification was attractive to me in terms of my earlier research and teaching on activity based costing, change management and business process re-engineering.
3.2.1
Modifications to the rationale in the light of experience?
It was helpful to this and I believe to the University of Manchester also, that a proposal from the University, supported by myself, was agreed to by the Higher Education Academy to part-fund the travel and expenses incurred by bringing over Stephen Marshall to the UK in March 2006. In fact at the time of writing, Stephen is again in the UK, as the guest in part of the University of Manchester, and he will be speaking on benchmarking at ALT‑C 2006 in September.
3.2.3
Anticipated scope of the e-benchmarking activity, e.g. institution, faculty, department?
Manchester did not carry out an institution-wide benchmark, instead concentrating on refining the eMM approach and piloting it with several faculties. No detailed information is publicly available (as yet).
3.2.4
Actual scope of the e-benchmarking activity and why?
Manchester did not carry out any competitor analysis; their focus was stated as and agreed to be purely developmental and not comparative. If justification for this were needed, the Manchester 2015 strategy document makes it clear that Manchester see in the longer term that their main comparators are outside the UK. (This was also largely the case in the earlier Manchester Business School work.)
3.2.5
Who was involved and what was their role?
The core team (of four) were all based in the Distributed Learning department headed by Jim Petch (Director of Distributed Learning), who also headed the team.
3.2.6
Affordances from taking part in the e-benchmarking exercise?
The eMM methodology benefits from extensive documentation produced by Stephen Marshall but his team are based in New Zealand and the documentation is thus decoupled from UK experience. The sector, therefore, may benefit from any documentation produced by the University of Manchester. Currently, nothing is public, but it is hoped that more will be made available, perhaps initially via the User Group so that it can be correlated with other input.
3.2.7
Constraints, institutional reactions, unexpected issues?
The recent agreement between the University of Manchester and the Open University is an interesting development which surfaced during the pilot. There is no public information on the Open University’s plans for benchmarking except that they are known to be a partner in the EADTU E‑xcellence project.
3.2.8
Would you do anything differently if you were to start again?
I think that a single-institution trial of a methodology does not benefit the sector – there are too many local specificities. It also removes from the institution concerned any ability to use other institutions to reflect, even informally, on its experience. While having the world eMM expert in residence for a week or so from time to time can partly compensate for this, and may even suit local needs, it does not to me sound like a sustainable solution for the wider sector, even apart from its cost – for example there are many national differences in purpose and scale between the New Zealand and UK HE situation, especially in an e‑learning context.
3.2.9
On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being best) rate your experience of e-benchmarking
The lead developer of eMM, Stephen Marshall, runs a web site for eMM where the latest releases and supporting documentation can be found. The University of Manchester trial – and the associated workshops within Manchester and with some external input – has had a substantial effect on his thinking as evidenced by the changes between version 2.1 with which the University of Manchester started and the recently-released (26 July) version 2.2. In particular Dr Marshall notes “The project team in the e-learning research centre at Manchester were provided with early drafts of the version two methodology and process set and in May 2006 a week of intensive analysis and improvement was undertaken with the support of the external consultant, Professor Paul Bacsich. This reformulation has resulted in a significantly improved set of processes with a much more tightly defined set of definitions.” [my italics]

The work with the University of Manchester was very helpful to my own later and (some might say theoretical) concordance work on eMM but I did not feel I came away with a much deeper understanding of the operational issues involved with eMM; although I am sure that Manchester did. In fact I felt I got more value from the conversations and emails I have had with Stephen Marshall and it seems not entirely a one-way street, as he notes. I accept that the University of Manchester is still going through a period of rapid strategic and organisational development and that consultants cannot always expect to be “one of the family” but I am still of the view that a more open relationship would have been helpful all round. This is probably easier in a benchmarking cluster, of which more below.
3.2.10
On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 being best) rate the e-benchmarking tools you used
I believe that an evidenced public case for eMM has not yet been made, within the constraints of the UK HE sector and its funding envelope including from the Higher Education Academy – but there are no signs of a public evidenced case against. Thus it would be very helpful if a group of institutions committed to use eMM in Phase 1 in order that the sector can get the necessary comparative – and public – information. I remain personally committed to unlocking the potential of eMM for relevant parts of UK HE and have separately made proposals to assist in this.
3.2.11
What next?
I do not believe that eMM can be supported by those unfamiliar with it, either by an HEI or a consultant – the learning curve is too steep. I have been engaged with it since early 2005 and attended my first workshop in it in November 2005, well before the Benchmarking Pilot started. This is why I agreed to support it for the pilot and continue to recommend a further, larger trial. The University of Manchester also had carried out considerable investigative work ahead of the pilot. A challenge is to find a good way of taking this expertise forward so that the learning curve for any new HEIs is faster. It does seem that Stephen Marshall is prepared to assist, but it would need much more discussion to decide just how, and on what basis – and whether any general principles are being breached in doing that.
3.2.12
Lessons for e-benchmarking phase 1 institutions and the wider sector?
General considerations and occasional remarks do indicate that the “footprint” of eMM may make it less useful for these organisations who set great store by departmental views, i.e. want to do many “slices” in the Pick&Mix jargon. This could make it less attractive to a number of highly decentralised HEIs. This might suggest it is best used in a well-resourced team in a university well used to taking a process view of its activities and reasonably centralised. That last statement is not necessarily a contradiction to the experience of the University of Manchester since although it is decentralised, many key decisions rest with Faculties rather than departments and many of the Faculties (as I discovered when consulting for the Business School) have the size and to some extent the style of complete universities elsewhere in the UK.
4.
The next release of Pick&Mix

The release of Pick&Mix that I propose for Phase 1 will be Pick&Mix 2.0. I think one can see most of the changes now, and they are quite small. The following is the draft list, in subsections. Much of this material is now available on the HE Academy blog in a slightly different form.
4.1
Groupings

The Pick&Mix criteria will be grouped according to the MIT90s headings in the 5-node strategic framework. There is an imminent report on the MIT90s model and a structuring document that gives guidance.
4.2
Level 6

Level 6 will remain but its purpose and likely applicability will be clarified. This may involve discussion with DfES projects who also use level 6 for similar purposes.
4.3
New supplementary criteria

There is a full list of core and supplementary criteria proposed for Pick&Mix release 2.0 as a posting on the Higher Education Academy blog with both release summary details and release notes.
At the time of writing the draft report in June, none of the HEIs had suggested new criteria except those that had already become supplementary criteria in the current release, 1.2. However, the two late July reflection meetings and discussions with the E-xcellence project team gave rise in my mind to some further changes. The new criteria under consideration came from the concordance work, the “reflection” meetings and from my own reflections and ongoing literature search. Some come from reconsideration of earlier criteria proposed by HEIs but seen in the first pass to be too complicated to articulate or hard to score
Eight new supplementary criteria are proposed for inclusion:
51
The extent to which the organisation offers the same service level (pedagogic and administrative – but not IT – see 52) to all students irrespective of mode or location of study. This is particularly relevant to those HEIs with substantial programmes in distance learning and/or work-based learning, as all of the Pick&Mix pilot HEIs did.

52
Ubiquity: extent to which the organisation offers a pervasive seamless network/service to all its students, on- and off-campus and via wireless on campus also (if it has a campus).

56 
Selling e-learning: further work is needed to correlate it with the existing HEFCE work (see the project Maximize on marketing benchmarks) – many (including myself) would argue (from the sustainability and critical success factors point of view) that this is crucial.

69
Research input: the extent to which programme offerings via e-learning are as equally informed by research as offerings of a more traditional nature. This is likely to be of particular interest to research-led universities, especially where pedagogy is informed by educational research.
71
Full integration of e-learning strategy, plans and decisions with support for disadvantaged students (other than disabled – see 05 – and Widening Participation – see 70).

95
Level of use of portfolios: it is not yet proved that this is correlated with success in e-learning but is a hot button currently fashionable right across the sector.
96
The level of sophistication of use of learning objects (i.e. in a way which balances pedagogy and technology within an agenda of cost-effectiveness, quality assurance and the grounded research literature. (The convoluted wording is to reflect the range and changes of thinking even among experts.)
99
Extent to which the organisation is a learning organisation on all core (criteria) aspects of e-learning. This is to capture the “transversal” aspect that successful organisations must be “learning organisations”, i.e. learn from their performance data and clients (students) so as to improve themselves – but the criterion has to be measurable and go much broader than quality enhancement (criterion 20).

 4.4
Splitting of existing criteria
For some months criterion 07 has been under scrutiny. This will be split into new 07 (projects) and 19 (programmes). This also allows a better mapping into the MIT90s framework.
More recently it was also decided to split off the Quality Enhancement part of criterion 17 on quality and make it into a new core criterion 20. The justification for this came primarily but not only from the reflection meeting at Staffordshire University. 
In more detail:

19
Decision-making for programmes (i.e. courses and modules): this is carved out of core criterion 07, which is now restricted to IT projects (systems). All three pilot HEIs had issues with this criterion as formerly constructed.

20
Quality Enhancement: this is carved out of criterion 17, which is now restricted to (externally mandated) quality assurance. This became a clear need after the “reflection” meetings, together with consideration of the Scottish approach to quality enhancement (and to some extent also QIA), consistency with TQEF, and liaison with the E-xcellence project.
4.5
Rewording of existing criteria

This also includes a number of “scoring hints” and issues, not covered in the scoring text.

There has been a lot of useful feedback from HEIs together with my own reflections and conversations. All three HEIs were given the opportunity in July to comment again on the wording of all criteria as indicated below:
01
It is best to contextualise this criterion by thinking of successive waves of innovation, of which the current focus was VLE adoption, but for which earlier phases were mainframes, minicomputers, PCs, networked PCs, file sharing, email, web and so on. Future phases of interest to many HEIs could include podcasting, video streaming, blogs and wikis.

03
The level 6 indicator of “use of locally developed tools also” is perhaps too tied to JISC agendas and is not the only way that a score at this level could be achieved. If institutions used lots of tools, the focus should be on tools that were used on a “not insignificant” scale and approved for use in teaching.
04
The “usability pyramid” starts off with informal notions and measurements of usability, but ends up with formal (computing) definitions of usability and accepted externally verified measures of these (see e.g. the Useit and Wikipedia definitions). High scores can only be achieved by “climbing the pyramid”. Information from student and staff surveys can be taken into account as secondary indicators.
05
The existing criterion scoring statements implied a prescriptive front-loaded approach to accessibility testing, focussing on overall conformance, rather than a more interventionist “fast-response to fix” approach which is what some universities are trying to achieve. The criteria are to be reinterpreted in terms of the “balance of probabilities” needed to achieve scores – in simpler terms, rather than having to prove exhaustively beyond reasonable doubt that “almost all” material was accessible, one has to prove that “almost no” material was not accessible, along the lines of “if it was, we would have picked it up and sorted it”. It was agreed that this approach would not suit all institutions, in particular not those with a uniformly high percentage of students with accessibility needs.

06
The term “strategy” is now taken to include the somewhat higher-level “policy” also. Note also that an “e-learning strategy” does not have to be a physically separate document – it could be sections of or footnotes on a learning and teaching strategy document, provided that the e-learning related parts were clearly identifiable.

07
The scoring on this is to be split (as earlier recommended by myself) into “projects” (like IT systems deployment) and “programmes” (i.e. courses). 
09
In the level 5 statement, “HEI-wide standards” does not mean the same standard across the HEI – there could be departmental variations. It was also commented that in the level 3 and 4 statements, “explicit” might be a little strong and could be better taken as “implicit”. It is likely that it is best just to leave the word out.
11
This needs to be checked against the requirement for job evaluation of all posts under the HERA scheme. 

14
There is a concept of the “evaluation pyramid”: from the usual student and staff feedback to courses up to commissioned educational evaluations done by outside agencies – in order to get high scores one had to climb the pyramid.

17
This criterion was (with hindsight) rather narrowly drawn by me, focussed as it was on top-down QAA-driven monitoring. It needs to be broadened. In addition the concept of “active dialogue with QAA” as an indicator for level 6 is now seen as rather fanciful, so this is to be rewritten as something like “active input to QAA and being regarded by QAA as a sector leader”. This criterion is also to be split – see above.
18
This criterion had no scoring statements for levels 3, 4, or 5: Further checks will be made before the start of Phase 1 to see if there is now sufficiently clear good practice on which to draw for developing clear but comprehensive scoring statements.

53
It is important to be clear what systems were “in scope” for reliability and what were not – e.g. in some universities, email would be outside the scope but the portal log-on server would be in scope.

55
The word “lab” was restrictive and might have the wrong connotations – a broader wording of piloting will be explored.
58
Market research – This will be rewritten in consultation with the HEFCE Maximize project on marketing excellence.

59
As above.
68
There will be discussion about a wider view of research outputs. There was a related issue that the criterion did not consider e-learning research input to e-learning course design. In my professional judgement such a criterion was not correlated with success in (operational) e-learning – however, a suitable criterion 69 for this has now been formulated. The University of Leicester was particularly keen to see this criterion included in some feasible way.
4.6
Engagement methodology

The original engagement methodology for Pick&Mix was described in the first blog posting (13 April) on Pick&Mix (describing version 1.2, then stable after the supplementary criteria had been agreed). Quoting from that:

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. Having said that, the joint outcome does include 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 liaison with the core institutional team, sometimes as a “rehearsal”; follow-up is usually online.

Under the impact of contact with the HEIs, as documented in section 2, and some criticisms of the single-HEI approach, I propose some changes as follows for Phase 1:

1. The group of HEIs using Pick&Mix should in future be run as one or more “clusters”.

2. There should be a minimum size for each cluster. It is noted that in a posting of 16 August, Derek Morrison has proposed 4 as a minimum. Certainly my experience from the pilot advises against single-institution trials of any methodology.

3. Especially bearing in mind the need to involve faculty-level staff not just central staff, Pick&Mix clusters are likely to work best with around 4-6 institutions – otherwise the numbers attending group meetings can become unwieldy. 

4. A sequence of three Pick&Mix cluster meetings is envisaged as follows: 

· an initial cluster briefing

· a mid-point cluster meeting to agree final lists of supplementary criteria (which could also be part of the User Group mechanism)
· a final cluster “reflection” meeting.
5. Evidence collection and scoring is likely to be still done within individual HEIs, especially bearing in mind not only the need for confidentiality but the desire of many HEIs to score at both the whole-institution and “slice” level, which experience has shown makes for a long day or even couple of days. (See subsection 4.7.5.)
6. HEIs may well also wish to have their own “reflection” meetings, perhaps focussed on ensuring buy-in and refinement from faculty-level staff.

7. The recommendation for group activity in Pick&Mix is not meant to rule out any well-resourced and competitive institution from carrying out its own comparator analysis as well – it is assumed that such HEIs exist, and not only in the post-1992 sector. The Pick&Mix criteria are in my view particularly suitable for such institutions, having been developed for competitive benchmarking. (See section 7.)
8. It would be useful to have some input from one or more pilot phase Pick&Mix HEIs at certain meetings of Pick&Mix benchmarking clusters. This would be particularly useful at the initial cluster briefing and at the cluster reflection meeting, the latter of which might also double as a User Group meeting for the methodology.
4.7
A Pick&Mix resource bank
To large measure due to the willingness of the pilot institutions not only to engage in detail with the Pick&Mix methodology but also to put their material on their blogs, there is now a wide set of resources publicly available on Pick&Mix. Nevertheless, due to the requirements of institutional confidentiality, the public documents below represent just a fraction of the material that can be drawn on. Further documents could be “anonymised” at need.
The details below exclude outputs to do primarily with the Concordance Project or with Pick&Mix-like systems deployed on non Higher Education Academy projects.

4.7.1
Software releases
1. Pre-launch release of Pick & Mix (0.9), 5 April 2005 (first public document), described on pp 36-40 of Theory of Benchmarking for e-Learning: A Top-Level Literature Review.
2. Initial release of Pick & Mix (1.0), supplied to institutions entering the Higher Education Academy Benchmarking Pilot, and made available at the launch meeting on 19 January 2006, syndicate group document. This had only the 18 core criteria.
3. Interim update on Pick & Mix (version 1.1), 19 March 2006, posting to consultant’s blog (confidential to HE Academy) – with associated file – this was the first to introduce supplementary criteria, and in particular the 14 co-evolved with the three pilot institutions. (It is assumed that a similar process will take place in Phase 1 to co-evolve Release 2.1 from the imminent 2.0.)

4. The Pick & Mix approach – second update (version 1.2), 13 April 2006 – posting to blog with attached file.
5. Pick&Mix 2.0 beta 1 release notes, 15 August 2006, posting to blog with attached summary description and release notes. (Notice that from this release onwards, “Pick&Mix” is spelt with no spaces when a specific methodology is meant.)
It is interesting to note that the 2005 pre-launch release (0.9) had 25 criteria, then not divided into core and supplementary criteria. Two of the criteria were for internal use (correlation with work at the Learning and Skills Council and – even in those days – correlation with eMM), but the others are worthy of note since most that did not make it into release 1.0 have now returned as supplementary criteria. The “orphan” criteria were: IT underpinning – reliability; IT underpinning – performance; foresight on technology and pedagogy; collaboration; and IPR. All except one are now back in version 1.2 as supplementary criteria, and the other could be added if institutions request it.
4.7.2
Literature reviews, commentaries etc
1. “Theory of Benchmarking for e-Learning: A Top-Level Literature Review”, 5 April 2005, PDF file.
2. “Evaluating Impact of eLearning: Benchmarking”, Word RTF file, pp. 162-176 of: Towards a Learning Society, Proceedings of the eLearning Conference, Brussels, 19-20 May 2005, first published by European Commission (no ISBN) in September 2005 – based on an invited presentation.
3. “Benchmarking e-Learning: An Overview for UK HE”, paper (Word DOC file) written after a presentation at the ALT-C conference, finalised 27 October 2005 and published under a Creative Commons 2.0 Attribution-ShareAlike license (UK: England and Wales).
4. “The Pick&Mix focus on the student learning experience”, 18 June 2006, posting to blog.
5. Commentary on history and wider relevance, see the background document.
4.7.3
Introductory meetings and criterion selection for institutions
These are two samples – several other presentations were given:
1. “Putting the Pick & Mix approach into action”, presentation to University of Chester, 8 March 2006, PowerPoint file on the HE Academy blog, lightly edited for public use.

2. “Putting the Pick & Mix approach into action”, presentation to University of Leicester, 17 March 2006, PowerPoint file in their presentations folder.
4.7.5
Evidence gathering and scoring

Pick&Mix is very focussed on evidence, especially on making use (perhaps in new ways) of material that already exists rather than spending unnecessary effort on information-gathering. (But see the next subsection.) Thus evidence lists and evidence documents are much discussed:
1. Overall university evidence source list, University of Chester, 30 March, table.
2. Evidence source list by criterion, University of Chester, table.
3. One-page summary of the Staffordshire criteria, Word file on the HE Academy blog. (One-page summaries were very useful, but no substitute for the full scoring sheets.)

4. Completed version of the evidence table, with links and commentary, University of Staffordshire, 30 June 2006, table.

Institutions evolved several ways of organising the evidence. In general terms a large table (as at Staffordshire) was set up, structured by criterion, storing evidence indicators, hyperlinks and commentary, into which the scores were later entered along with scoring commentary. In some institutions the table was a Word table (at Leicester organised elegantly as one page per criterion, with two pages for complex criteria), in others (as at Chester) it was an impressive spreadsheet. Hyperlinks were added to link to pieces of evidence (reports, committee papers, statistics, survey results, transcripts of interviews, etc) stored on the intranet, typically with one directory per criterion.
The scoring process had become much more sophisticated and team-based than I had envisaged at the start of the pilot. An eloquent description of the later phases of the process is in a posting from Chester concerning the second evidence scoring workshop on 24 May 2006:
Carol’s spreadsheet was again used to review and record the scores against each criterion for each slice. As at the previous meeting, the IBIS [content management system] folders, other electronic documents and the scoring spreadsheet were viewed with the help of a data projector [this was done at Staffordshire also]. 

As agreed at the 15th May meeting, the initial take on the scoring for the institutional slice was refined to take account of more evidence. In this round each half-mark score was replaced by the more appropriate of the two possible adjacent whole-number scores. School Slice ELCs [e-learning coordinators] were present to contribute to this process, and to advise on refining the scores for their Schools. It was also agreed that half-marks could remain in School slices (but not in the institutional slice).

The level of automation and software support may come as a surprise to some readers, but it is interesting that worldwide developments in benchmarking, particularly the IQAT system and moves from both commercial VLE vendors and the Sakai consortium (see the 1 August 2006 press release from Oracle), are very much of this genre. However, the role of automation is to facilitate the human judgements, not to replace them. (Note that this does bring benchmarking into the potential area of a patentable business method, under the law in the US and some other jurisdictions – even if not yet the UK – making it prudent to ensure that methodology specifications are in the public domain, as here.)
4.7.6
Student and staff surveys

It should be stressed that in Pick&Mix, any work on staff and student surveys is supportive of the benchmarking process but only a small part of the total benchmarking workload. It is also not always useful to link each question directly to a benchmark criterion, but often more useful to link to an indicator (component) of the criterion or evidence document for it.
1. Staff e-learning consultation, University of Chester – Word document, 27 questions, mainly open-answer, spread across 6 categories.
2. Student e-learning consultation, University of Chester – Word document, 17 questions mainly multiple-choice but with opportunity for student free-form input.
It should also be noted that the University of Manchester created a set of questions to be used in staff interviews. Despite the considerable differences between eMM and Pick&Mix (more so than between Pick&Mix and ELTI, for example), there is significant commonality in the type of questions asked. This raises the issue of whether a more general approach to staff surveys and interview questions could be brought about, across the benchmarking programme.
4.7.7
Final Reports

1. A Final Public Report is expected from the University of Chester – a draft was made available to HE Academy staff, evaluators and consultants at the “reflection” meeting on 26 July 2006.

2. Staffordshire University have produced a Staffordshire University eLearning benchmarking report, focussing more on evidence and process issues (and cited above). See also their blog posting of 23 July 2006.
3. The University of Leicester delivered a presentation at the Blended Learning conference, 15 June 2006 (stored on the University of Leicester presentations folder) summarising their experiences.
Finally, it should be noted that there was considerable resistance from the Pick&Mix institutions (and the eMM institution) to a narrative style of institutional report of the sort that arises from some other benchmarking methodologies and the Self-Evaluation Documents used for QAA. This is evidenced by the strong reactions against a draft self-evaluation document (using the fictitious University of Rother Bridge) that I sent around in March 2006 in an early attempt to nudge the Pick&Mix methodology closer to others. However, there was a slight move back towards this style of document as perusal of the scoring and final reports shows, provided that the narrative document exactly replicates the structure of the benchmark criteria and not some other framework.
5.
A suggested versioning of eMM for UK HE
In this section some of the tentative conclusions from the Concordance Project are included insofar as they affect my views on eMM. One could regard these as input from a “virtual HEI”, and thus perhaps particularly relevant given the single-institution nature of the eMM pilot.

Warning: this section is in no way a description of eMM. Readers should refer to the eMM information on the HE Academy wiki and the main eMM web site for that.

In this report only general information will be given about views on amending eMM, since the release process for detailed information on revisions to eMM involves, naturally, discussion both with the University of Manchester as the pilot and with Stephen Marshall as the inventor and ongoing authority. A final report on proposals for eMM is likely to be produced in mid-September and submitted to those (in UK and beyond) interested in eMM, as well as later disseminated in some more public version more widely.
The similarities between eMM and Pick&Mix include:

· use of public criteria – 35 in eMM, 34 (of which only 18 are compulsory) in Pick&Mix – but with the important proviso that each eMM criterion is in fact a bundle of 5 dimensions each requiring separate scoring – thus 175 narratives of good practice to generate 

· scoring: eMM has a slightly disguised version of scoring due to the use of colours rather than numbers (which is good for display though not so good for computation), but behind that is a scoring system on a 1-4 scale; this can easily be remapped to a 1-5 scale by splitting score 1 in a natural way 

· a rather similar coverage of topics, with some differences noted below. 

The differences include:

· Process focus: eMM has only process criteria (it is a fundamental part of its world-view); Pick&Mix has process and metric (output) criteria depending on need (for example criteria 01 and 53 are almost purely metric in Pick&Mix).
· Number of criteria: eMM has in reality 35x5 not 35 criteria needing scoring, thus the “scoring burden” could be much higher than in Pick&Mix, noting the earlier remarks about how many criteria a scoring meeting can handle. There is no reason to believe that individual eMM criterion dimensions are easier to score than Pick&Mix criteria, especially since some of them correspond closely to Pick&Mix criteria, as earlier concordance work showed. On the other hand, there has probably been at least a 3:1 ratio between the total effort on benchmarking spent across the 12 pilots, so that a higher scoring burden does not rule out a methodology, and certainly not from institutions prepared to accept that if the value of the outputs is in their view higher.
· Scoring statements: eMM uses general phrases based on levels of “adequacy” of processes; Pick&Mix uses specific statements (such as “e-Learning Strategy produced from time to time, e.g. under pressure from HEFCE or for particular grants” as the scoring statement for score 3 of criterion 06 on Strategy). There is an ongoing debate about the level of detail in scoring statements across different benchmarking methodologies; there is no right answer, and flexibility is important.
· Breadth: eMM has several criteria which range more broadly than e-learning; Pick&Mix in its default form focusses purely on e-learning, but broader criteria are available if needed as Supplementary Criteria. It may become clearer in Phase 1 what view HEIs wish to take of how thick an “orange skin” of learning and teaching they want to have around e-learning when engaged in benchmarking it. There is no point in taking a narrower view if it misses key points – but there is no point in taking a wider view if it is needless work or duplicates work already done for validation or quality reasons.
As amplification of my last point, my own analysis suggests that eMM goes into areas which in the UK are normally seen as the province purely of QAA and deemed by many (in the UK, but not, say, in the US) to be rather marginal to e-learning – an example would be eMM criterion L1 which says “learning objectives are apparent in the design and evaluation of courses”. Yet at the same time eMM can be judged to have several gaps in coverage, including student satisfaction (recently claimed in HE Academy blog postings as important for the e-benchmarking framework), staff recognition, plagiarism, research and strategic integration (alignment in MIT90s terms). On the other other hand, these could be added to eMM – as I have indeed proposed in a more detailed paper not yet available.
For the above reasons I propose:
(a)
a splitting of eMM criteria into core (compulsory) and supplementary (optional) criteria (12 out of the 35 eMM criteria would be “demoted” to supplementary)

(b)
a further 7 supplementary eMM criteria to round eMM out to the kind of coverage of Pick&Mix – the addition of new criteria is explicitly facilitated by the eMM system.
(c)
some compositing of criteria in order to reduce somewhat further the scoring workload.

For those less familiar with the concept of supplementary criteria it should be noted that supplementary criteria are optional – institutions could elect to use all of them, or none, or just a few. 

None of these is debarred by the eMM approach. The University of Manchester has already proposed some changes to and regroupings of eMM criteria, most of which in fact are incorporated in the latest release (2.2), so that my proposals are in that sense merely somewhat more of the same.
While these approaches could hopefully make eMM (even) more relevant to UK needs yet without major effects on comparability internationally (even if at present this means New Zealand only) and do reduce somewhat the scoring workload, I am still of the view that eMM could be a methodology which remains a “heavier footprint” on an institution than some others – and that institutions should bear this in mind. It would in this context be helpful if institutions (not only in my pilot group) were rather more open about how much effort they put into benchmarking and whether the results were in proportion. The University of Manchester pilot was fortunate in that it was well-funded internally, had a strong link to University of Manchester strategy, could leverage to some extent on their Change Academy project run the previous year, and benefited substantially from the presence of Stephen Marshall (from New Zealand) the custodian of the methodology. Such conditions will not always apply.
6.
On frameworks

The following material has evolved through several stages over the last few months from a draft paper of 17 May on the framework through a draft final report on 14 July. It comprises some thoughts towards a benchmarking Sub-Framework for e-learning, motivated by Derek Morrison's posting on the framework and by reflections on the postings on the Higher Education Academy blog from himself, Terry Mayes, David Nicol and others including myself.
The use of the phrase “sub-framework” is to indicate that it cannot necessarily cover all methodologies deployed in Phase 1 by the Higher Education Academy, only those (like Pick&Mix, eMM and ELTI) based on public criteria.

A caveat is that the word or sub-word “framework” does not have much if anything to do with the e‑Framework of JISC. This has to be said since, otherwise, false expectations might arise.

The word “sub-framework” is used to reflect the facts that the main conceptual divide in benchmarking UK HE now seems to be between the public fixed criterion/scoring methodologies (ELTI, eMM and Pick&Mix now for UK HE, BENVIC in the past, perhaps E-xcellence in future, but also note ACODE and CHIRON) and the private group/peer-derived best practice methodologies (OBHE now, perhaps MASSIVE in future).

6.1
Specifics

1. The Higher Education Academy views helping institutions to enhance the Student Learning Experience as being at the heart of its activity. Consequently the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework should have at its focus the Student Learning Experience. (See the HE Academy blog posting for 18 April, the first that had some detail on frameworks.)
2. However, a quality student learning experience cannot be delivered without the active participation of skilled and motivated staff. Thus the staff experience is surely a vital support to the Student Learning Experience. (This has been accepted in a later blog entry.)
3. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework should require that benchmarking issues are addressed in all of the following areas. (These areas are often associated with the name of the MIT90s framework, which has been used as a structuring approach in various e-learning studies for JISC, Becta and Australia.) The areas are:

· External environment (markets, competitors, regulatory authorities and student wider lifestyle issues)

· Strategy (the e-learning strategy and its relationship to containing and associated strategies)

· Individuals and their roles (specifically students and staff)

· Structures within the organization

· Technology

· Management processes.

4. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework requires that issues are addressed at the level of the whole organisation as well as at the level of the organisational units (faculty/school/department). Whole-HEI issues are likely to be most fruitful in the areas of strategy and IT but it should be the case that many internal divisions are of no interest to students. In all cases, coherence of approach between and among organisational levels – “slices” – is of importance.

5. The domain of e-learning is contained within the domain of learning and teaching, and overlaps with the domains of information technology and library/learning resources. The e‑Benchmarking Sub-Framework will endeavour to be consistent with any developments towards a wider benchmarking/audit framework for learning and teaching, and also with ongoing benchmarking activities, attitudes and traditions within the domains of IT and libraries. To this end, there should be regular consultation with sector bodies, specifically UCISA and SCONUL, as well as with all relevant funding councils. However, given earlier issues to do with ownership of IPR and the need for a coherent approach, the needs and criteria of the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework have to come first. 

6. The Higher Education Academy, both in recent blog postings and in an earlier report from Norman Jackson, has made it clear that in its view, benchmarking covers a broad range of approaches. Consequently the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework should encourage a middle-of-the-road approach to some of the debates that enliven benchmarking circles. In particular, the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework should encourage that benchmarkers take due account of relevant performance measures as well as processes. This is particularly important in the areas of student satisfaction, staff competences, and IT. 

7. On the other hand, in the past various authorities and sector agencies have issued prescriptive recommendations as to development in e-learning, of a “more is better” nature. In contrast, the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework will draw attention to areas where performance measures have a “sweet spot”, rather than the highest number being the best. More generally, the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework will recommend (but not necessarily mandate) a “balanced scorecard” approach to consideration of performance measures.

8. Benchmarking by definition requires some comparison of institutional processes and outcomes with other institutions. Thus the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework should require that any benchmarking activity carried out by an institution has an external comparative aspect. This can be evidenced in a number of ways. The preferred ways are one or more of:

· operating within a benchmarking club (cluster) where information is shared at a deep level (such clubs need to include at least 4 partners) – in other words, in a way similar to OBHE (which is outside the Sub-Framework)

· undertaking benchmarking desk research on the comparator institutions of most relevance (see section 7 for some guidance on this)
· using a benchmarking consultant with wide HE-sector experience of e-learning, who will help to ”normalise” measurements.
9. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework does not mandate a specific project management methodology. However, it should require a number of stages of steps of engagement which would be a simplified subset of a number of well-known methodologies including that of Oakland (in this context see the posting from Staffordshire). Institutions are free to augment this minimal set with their own additional steps, subject (of course) to overall effort limitations on themselves and any consultants engaged. The steps should include: 

· kick-off meeting on scope (usually done in a group meeting of HEIs using a specific methodology)

· meeting on criterion-setting including deleting, modifying or adding criteria for a specific methodology (usually done in a group meeting of HEIs using a specific methodology)

· meeting on evidence collection (may be done in a group meeting)

· meeting on assessing the evidence and producing scores with narrative support

· meeting to discuss draft final report

· meeting on institutional reflection and internal ways to take the results forward (usually done within each specific HEI)

· meeting on reflecting on and updating the methodology for the next round (usually done in a group meeting of HEIs using a specific methodology).

10. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework requires that there are a number of preferred outputs from any benchmarking activity. These outputs should be criterion-based with an associated measurement on a scale of 1-5, optionally extended by 6 as an “excellence point” (as in Pick&Mix or some DfES work). For each criterion it is expected that the measure will be accompanied by a narrative drawing attention to any issues associated with the measurement. (This is not to exclude additional “deeper” measurements, narratives of best practice, performance metrics, etc associated with the criterion.) These outputs should include:

· External environment (specifically regulatory authorities, QAA in particular)

· Strategy (the e-learning strategy and its relationship to containing and associated strategies)

· Individuals and their roles (specifically students and staff) – in terms of competences and attitudes to e-learning

· Structures within the organization

· Technology (reliability, usability and performance – and also accessibility issues)

· Management processes (annual planning, project decision-making, course validation, evaluation processes).
11. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework is mindful of the need for some institutions to require international comparisons. Hence the Higher Education Academy will ensure that a knowledge base – “observatory” – is maintained of benchmarking developments in relevant other countries (including US and Australia in particular). This could be one focus of the Benchmarking SIG (see the 16 August posting by Derek Morrison to the HE Academy blog). 
12. It is also likely that a small number of “common core criteria” will be required in order to make international comparability easier and to satisfy the requirements of HEFCE (and possibly the funding councils of other home nations).
13. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework does not mandate one or more specific benchmarking methodologies. However, many benchmarking approaches in industry require considerable expertise and expense to deploy. The e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework is designed to ensure that relatively low amounts of effort can be deployed to develop criteria, assess the measurements and draw comparisons with the sector. Nevertheless, due to the less than conclusive nature of many of the e-learning research findings, the lack of awareness of these in many HEIs and the danger of drawing conclusions for the UK from the vast mass of non‑UK literature, institutions are advised against starting from scratch and instead are encouraged to adopt (and then adapt) one of a small range of certified methodologies. All (the few) certified methodologies recommended by the Higher Education Academy should conform to the following requirements:

· They will be consistent with the e-Benchmarking Sub-Framework and will have committed to remain so.
· They will be well-documented.
· Assertions in the documentation will be evidenced.

· The descriptions will be in the public domain without restriction as to future use or adaptation.
· They will be up to date (and will be kept up to date) in terms of developments in e-learning and attitudes to it, by a mix of suppliers (who may be public-sector or commercial) and User Groups, without long-term support from the Higher Education Academy.
· They will be extensible, and guidance documents will be available on how to do this.
At present possible candidates for the Sub-Framework in Phase 1 will be Pick&Mix, ELTI and eMM.
7.
On competitor analysis

The work in this section has been derived from earlier pre-pilot work for and funded by Manchester Business School (MBS) but refined during the benchmarking pilot. I acknowledge the support of MBS for the early phases of this work. MBS have also given agreement that a shortened version of the original full paper can also be made available – this will be placed on the HE Academy blog before the operational start of Phase 1. The core of that paper comprises the rest of this section.
Institutions in the Pick&Mix pilot will already be aware of much of the material in this section, as excerpts from it have been used in discussion, briefing notes and presentations. By definition, little of this can be made public but some hints can be found in the public version of a presentation in March 2006 to the University of Chester.
Competitor research, sometimes called competitor analysis, is a commonplace activity in industry and commerce (and between nations) but still seems to suffer from a bad press in academia – rather like costing or business process re‑engineering. Nevertheless, its use is not uncommon in universities (and more common in colleges), even if not many faculty-based academic staff are aware of that. The less commonly used phrase “comparator research” is in fact better as it makes clear that the research should not extend only to those who are direct competitors of an institution.
7.1
Introduction on methodology
A natural comparator research methodology is as follows:

1. Identify the institution’s main comparators (including competitors) both at the institution level and at the level of major departments (business school, faculty of medicine, etc).

2. Determine which comparator institutions are considered “e-learning leaders” in areas of relevance to one’s institution.

3. Do desk research to determine benchmarking criterion scores for a short list of comparators including many of the e-learning leaders. This typically takes around a day of expert effort per institution to do exhaustively.
7.2
Comparators and competitors 

7.2.1
What is a “rival” and what is a “competitor”?

The meaning of the word “competitor” is much discussed in business, and in business schools. We assume that by “competitor”, an institution means another institution who draws a considerable number of students who would, if the other institution did not exist, come to one’s institution. Thus “competitor” is oriented to competition for students, not to competition for research grants, high-calibre professors, funding or general government attention. 

The term “comparator” is a more general term than competitor, to include those institution which are or are regarded as similar to one’s institution
7.2.2
Institutional level

Typically the institution’s marketing department will have a lot of information about competitors. One should note the obvious fact that students originating in the UK will have a different view of who are the competitors to one’s institution than students originating overseas.

For comparators one should check which institutions are 

1. talked about, even (or especially) informally by the VC and PVCs as aspirational role models for one’s institution
2. talked about as “snapping at one’s heels” from lower in the rankings

3. believed (even if erroneously) by HEFCE, the press, etc, to be rivals to one’s institution.

Some institutions will want to include non-UK comparators in their lists.
7.2.3
Faculty/school/department level

Finding out the comparator institutions at departmental level can be a lot of work. Typically admisssions staff have a lot of tacit information which can be elicited. There are also subject rankings that can be used.

As an example, for business schools, there are a number of standard surveys:

· The Financial Times (2005) MBA global survey, which has rather few UK business schools. There are also a number of other global surveys.

· The Financial Times (2004) separate survey of European MBAs: e.g. Manchester ranks 8th among British programmes (but 15th overall), Lancaster is16th, and Durham is 20th .
· The Economist (2004) survey: e.g. Birmingham is 25th; Aston is 44th; Sheffield is 66th; Ashridge is 72nd; Nottingham is 80th.
Notice how different the rankings are between surveys. That is just one of the challenges to competitor analysts.

7.3
e-Learning leaders

To determine which institutions are “leaders in e-learning” requires analysis of the e‑learning ranking of institutions. There is no authoritative ranking; thus one should take input from many sources, including UK agencies (JISC, Higher Education Academy, ALT), US agencies (EDUCAUSE, TLT Group, WCET), European sources (CORDIS, Europa, EADTU), Australian sources (ACODE, ODLAA), the main vendors (Blackboard/WebCT and eCollege), the few e-learning consultants that look at higher education (e.g. Eduventures), conference proceedings (ALT-C, EDUCAUSE, etc) and press releases. A few institutions will typically be added that are produced not by this methodology but rather because they seem “promising” in other respects.

The long list is typically then prioritised into an initial list (say of around 12) and a reserve list. This is what was done for each of the Pick&Mix pilot institutions and was also originally done for MBS.
7.4
Desk Research

7.4.1
Searching

Desk research typically takes from half to a whole day per institution, when done by an e-learning expert skilled in searching. The work focusses on:

· the institution’s web site (usually more than one site)
· web searches, especially to track projects done by the institution and papers written by “famous names” at the institution – it is important to use more than one search engine as pages differ markedly in the time they take to arrive in the search databases
· a check on the last few years of journal material (e.g. via databases such as LexisNexis)
· non-public information e.g. from sector agencies such as UCISA, SCONUL and OBHE.
If sufficient depth is required and is cost-justifiable, then one should go on to non-web searches of local newspapers, journals, etc. In some cases one can get past information not currently on the web by use of “web rollback” tools, in particular the Internet Archive, but results can be patchy, searches slow and the service buggy.
Nor should one ignore anecdote especially from senior members of the institution in touch with or on HEFCE committees etc. Note that often the web can be used to confirm information even if the information first comes verbally.

Institutions also often forget that among their staff there will be several with involvement with other institutions, whether as postgraduate students, part-time tutors, external examiners, or advisors. Remembering of course the need for an ethical approach to competitor research (see the Wikipedia article on “competitive intelligence” for guidelines), such information can be very useful – noting above our point that in many institutions there is a gap between what is commercial in confidence and what is believed not to be public, due to the fragmentary nature of the web and the difficulty of comprehensive “airbrushing” of information – not to mention the recent development of university blogs.
7.4.2
Analysis
It is surprising (to those not used to competitor research) how many benchmark criteria, especially metric and document-based criteria, can be directly assessed from skilled observation. Others can be “triangulated” from intensive desk work; yet more from research papers written by experts and/or reports written by agencies (including outside the UK, thus do not ignore OECD, UNESCO etc). It is also surprising – and challenging – how vast the differences are between the amount of information that otherwise similar institutions place on the web, and how they structure it. This is where a lot of time is spent.
However, some of the criteria, especially those based on processes, are not on the whole susceptible to being determined on the basis of brief desk work. Pick&Mix had its origin in competitive research and several of its criteria are very suited to desk research – yet even using it, many (rather more) of its criteria are not susceptible. Thus one should not overemphasise the likely depth of analysis one gets from desk research.
7.5
Further reading
For more on competitor analysis and a range of published reports see the UKeU Reports, in particular the one on the Interactive University. It is interesting to note that the reports on that series were all cross-checked with the institutions concerned and in most cases this generated additional information. Institutions are often surprised at the distorted picture of themselves presented via the web and may wish to correct it.
�What benchmarking page? If it's the Academy one, it's not public.
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