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Creating criteria
This is a short document on creating criteria for use in benchmarking systems. Its original justification was for use in the MIT90s system (which has no initial set of criteria) but it can also be used as guidance for creation of Supplementary Criteria in Pick&Mix and for creation of supplementary criteria for similar systems (i.e. all those UK systems within the Benchmarking Sub-Framework).

Creation of criteria is an art rather than a science but there are some craft skills that can be imparted. Like many craft skills, they are not at all well documented.

Those who have in the past struggled with formulating learning outcomes may remember the feeling of confusion on the first few occasions they struggled with them. Criteria may come as a similar shock – but practice makes perfect.

Step 1: Creation of criterion topics
Criterion topics are “hot spots” of strategic relevance. They can be generated by a variety of methods:

· Analysis of relevant institutional strategy documents (learning and teaching, e-learning, IT, information systems, etc).
· Senior managers can self-reflect on what are the “hot topics” of interest to them and their senior colleagues that might have emerged too recently to be captured in strategy documents – this year, issues like e-portfolios, learning design, costs
 and lifelong learning partnerships may be particularly resonant in your institution.
· Less senior or less confident managers may wish to run a quick series of interviews or focus groups to ascertain what really is important. (There is not time in Phase 1 to run surveys to find criterion topics, but surveys may provide help with scoring criteria.)
Step 2: Ensuring adequate coverage of criterion topics

(This step can be omitted in Pick&Mix since the Core Criteria are designed to provide minimally adequate coverage.)
In MIT90s the list of criterion topics created in Step 1 should be mapped into the various categories of MIT90s: 

1. The external environment

2. The organisational strategy

3. Individuals and their roles – especially students and staff
4. The organisational structures

5. The technology being used

6. The management processes.

Ideally there should be a balance, with a number of criterion topics in each category.

People should take care that the “external environment” is included – it is a common mistake to leave it out. It is also important to split category 3 into “staff” and “students” and to ensure coverage in each of these subcategories. (An interesting question is whether “senior management” should be included as a separate subcategory.)
As a rule of thumb in MIT90s, there should be about two dozen criterion topics. (Theoretical justification of this comes from the Balanced Scorecard approach and from Activity Based Costing; a more operational justification comes from observation of scoring meetings in the Benchmarking Pilot.)
Since the MIT90s categories are rather broad and not closely correlated to learning, it is often helpful to ensure a balanced coverage also against other classifications, especially the categories of ELTI. (There has been some so far inconclusive discussion about the lack of a “pedagogy” category in MIT90s.)
Step 3: Generalisation of criterion topics

Since benchmarking has an irreducible element of comparison about it, it is vital to ensure that criterion topics are phrased in a way that could apply to other institutions. However, it may be that you wish to keep certain institutional-specific topics (these are then regarded as local criteria and no attempt is made to generalise these or correlate them to other institutions) and/or sub-institutional topics (these are also regarded as local criteria, but are specifically slice (i.e. school/faculty/department) specific) – but such local criteria should be in the minority. (In the Benchmarking Pilot for Pick&Mix, institutions decided not to use any local criteria.)

Step 4: Abstraction, normalisation and range restriction of associated metrics

It is very often the case that criterion topics derived from strategy documents have strong aspects of measurement to them, especially if they have been copied directly from KPIs (Key Performance Indicators). For example, an institution may have a KPI as to how many modules are on Blackboard in each of the next three years. This KPI has to be adjusted in two ways:
· Replacement of the trade name by the general VLE

· Normalisation of the metric to a percentage.

Thus the KPI becomes “percentage of modules mounted on the VLE”.

Then one should consider whether a higher (or in some cases lower) value of the metric is “better”. Sometimes there is no sense in which it is; often there is a range – “sweet spot” – over which the metric is relevant but breaks down outside that (think of an amplifier turned up too high). As an example consider the metric “cost of 1 credit of e-learning material”. Is a module with lower cost better? Or just worse-looking?

Step 5: Creation of best practice statements

While there are circumstances where a metric is useful – for example when discussing reliability of a computer system – it is much better in most cases to consider the criterion in a more holistic way – the so-called “organic” or “process” view, and regard the metric as contributing information not as fundamental.
 This also puts the metrics in their place – which is why we use the word “associated”.
A best practice statement is designed to symbolise the best result that a typical organisation can plan for. Note that one should probably use the phrase “better practice” but nobody does. Very often there may be several variants of best practice and these should be noted. As an example, for a criterion topic on “e-learning strategy”, the best practice statement might be:

Regularly updated e-learning strategy, integrated with learning and teaching strategy and all related strategies

(Note that it is unwisely specific to mention exact timescales.)

Creation of such a statement may feed back and cause the modification of the criterion topic.

In MIT90s it is very often useful at this point to look at the criterion topics in the Criterion Bank
 in order to see if there is a close match – if there is, then it is prudent to adopt the relevant criterion and save much unnecessary further work. In particular one should look at the Pick&Mix core and supplementary criteria and the best practice statements in ELTI. Those particularly interested in IT-related criteria should also look at ACODE also; those interested in “virtual campus” or distance learning criteria should look at BENVIC.

Step 6: Creation of the “minimum level” statement

(From now on this applies to MIT90s and Pick&Mix in particular.)
This step is normally rather easy since the minimum level often represents nil level of activity. So for example in the criterion topic “e-learning strategy” the minimum level is naturally “no e-learning strategy and no learning and teaching strategy”. However there are cases where nil level activity is not realistic – such as quality where QAA would effectively have caused the institution to cease and desist – in such cases a “sector minimum” statement should be used – in this case something like “minimum conformance to QAA precepts”. There are even a few cases where the minimum level is less than zero – for example in the criterion topic “staff recognition for e-learning” the minimum statement might be “no recognition for staff, explicit pressure against (because of RAE)”.
Step 7: Creation of intermediate statements

Quite often a natural next step is to produce the mid-level statement. This can be regarded as a statement of “good enough” practice.
Then the three statements produced so far produce the “spinal points” of the 5-level criterion scoring:

1 Minimum level
2 Mid-level

3 Best practice.

Then the challenge ensues of finding scoring statement for levels 2 and 4.

There are three approaches, all equally valid but depending on the circumstances.

1 Work hard to find concise statements for levels 2 and 4.

2 Use general adjectives. For example in the ACODE system the criterion topic “alignment of learning and teaching planning with the budget process” is described as “no”, “limited”, “moderate”, “considerable” or “complete” as the levels rise from 1 to 5. The adjectives will vary depending on the topic – it is not on the whole useful even in MIT90s to give general criterion-independent names to the levels and certainly not to correlate them to “transformation levels”.

3 Accept that it is not going to be possible to find concise statements to encapsulate what it means to be level 2 or 4 .Then for a criterion to be scored at a 2 or a 4 one interpolates – that is, if a criterion is clearly worth more than a 1 but clearly less than a 3, one assigns it a 2. And similarly for level 4.

Step 8: Creation of the “excellence level”

Some criterion systems including Pick&Mix and some DfES systems have an explicit level 6 to denote “excellence”. This is best regarded as a particularly high score at level 5 – in the jargon, we say 6=5* (the analogy is with the 2001 RAE). Thus unlike some thinking we regard excellence as inevitably rare. In Pick&Mix we say “excellence may occur but cannot be planned for” (though good planning may increase the likelihood of its happening).
There is a useful analogy with aviation. The bottom of level 5 is the height at which modern jets routinely fly – but some specialist and semi-secret aircraft fly nearly up to the edge of space – the “air above” is level 6.

Those who wish can add a level 6 to their MIT90s criteria, In Pick&Mix it is expected that you will add a level 6 to each of your supplementary criteria.
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