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1 Executive summary

During 2007 the University of London participated in a UK initiative to develop
benchmarks for eLearning (or ‘eBenchmarking’), managed by the Higher Education
Academy (HEA) on behalf of the Higher Education Funding Council.

The University used a systematic eBenchmarking methodology, the eMaturity
Model, to help form judgments about the maturity of its eLearning provision in its
distance learning provision offered through the External System. The methodology
applies the concept of ‘maturity’ to the organisational processes of programme
delivery, planning, policy definition, management and optimisation. These
judgements are based on the level of reproducibility and sustainability of high-
quality processes. Section 2.2 of this report describes the methodology and Section 4
summarises the process.

The University’s reasons for participating in the exercise included:
e promoting reflection on teaching and learning practice
e reviewing whether the University is fully exploiting the potential of learning
technologies
e providing a point of reference for the formative development of provision in
this area.

The University took part in HEA workshops with other institutions involved in the
exercise, including a cohort using the same methodology. The project team
maintained a project weblog and provided a summary report to HEA. Sections 7 and
8 discuss this wider context, and the report to HEA is included as Appendix B.

The benchmarking exercise looked at eLearning processes for six External
programmes - two undergraduate and four postgraduate - including the two largest
programmes in the External System. A small project team from the central University
facilitated the process, working on an individual basis with programme teams from
each of the Colleges involved. A Steering group, chaired by the Dean of the External
System and including leading distance-learning academics from the federal Colleges,
provided oversight for the process and met three times to approve the project plan,
to review progress and to consider this report and recommendations.

At the programme level, College teams found value in the opportunity provided by
the eBenchmarking process for an audit of all areas of programme delivery and for a
structured approach to formative evaluation of their approach to eLearning. In
some cases it triggered immediate action for quality enhancement and helped to
make both programme processes and the institutional context more transparent to
these key stakeholders. Outcomes of the eBenchmarking at the programme level are
summarised in Section 5.

At the institutional level, the study revealed the significant skills of academic and
administrative colleagues in the provision of eLearning and highlighted the
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importance of disseminating good practice within the System. It also indicated a
need to:

e strengthen institutional policy definition and further clarify the location of
responsibilities between the College and the University to ensure that there
is no risk of a policy gap in provision of services (See section 6.1 Institutional
Policy Definition and its Management)

o further develop access to online resources (Section 6.2 Access to on-line
library resources)

e establish formal criteria for the allocation of resources for elearning (Section
6.3 Allocation of resources for eLearning)

e document and disseminate teaching and learning policies for eLearning
(Section 6.4 eLearning strategy, institutional teaching and learning policies)

e improve integration of the IT infrastructure for eLearning. (Section 6.5
Integration in the IT infrastructure for eLearning)

Key recommendations arising from the study include

1. Clarification, through programme review, of responsibilities for the definition
of polices and procedures at the programme level

2. Consideration at the System level of differential access to learning resources
to secure the best use of resources to the equal benefit of distance and on-
campus students

3. Active dissemination of best practice and sharing of eLearning tools, services,
templates and procedures

4. Wider dissemination of the Open Campus strategy for eLearning, endorsed
by ESAB and ESLCC in February 2007

5. Consideration of a set of minimum standards for eLearning in the External
System, defined through the processes and practices used for the
eBenchmarking exercise

6. Continued use of the eBenchmarking methodology within the External
System as a facilitated review process available to programme teams in the
context of programme planning and review activities.

The Steering group also developed and recommends a set of Measures of Success
derived from sector standards to guide management of eLearning strategy in the
External System.

The detailed recommendations are discussed in section 10, and the Measures of
Success included as Appendix C.

2  Whatis eBenchmarking?

Benchmarking is a process that uses a common frame of reference against which
practice may be assessed. The comparison of current practice against a set of agreed
reference standards produces a set of measures which define current performance,
with indicators of strengths and weaknesses.
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2.1

The use of a common frame of reference enables other comparisons too. Comparing
benchmarking results across a set of institutions with a similar profile can indicate
areas of best practice. Repetition of the benchmarking process after a time interval
gives a measure of progress.

In the context of higher education the term ‘eBenchmarking’ has been coined as
shorthand for the benchmarking of eLearning, the provision of teaching and learning
on-line using the Internet. The aim of eBenchmarking is to measure and compare the
embedding of good eLearning practice within higher education.

To a degree, however, eBenchmarking is a misnomer for the current exercise. There
IS no pre-existing set of benchmarks against which its results can be measured. It is
also uncertain whether the current process will establish a set of eLearning
benchmarks for UK higher education because of the wide diversity across the
institutions taking part.

Despite this reservation, the exercise has proved of value in itself.

The Higher Education Academy eBenchmarking project

During summer and autumn 2007 the University of London participated, along with
26 other HE institutions, in a UK eBenchmarking initiative managed by the Higher
Education Academy on behalf of the Higher Education Funding Council (HEFCE). The
University’s involvement was voluntary and self-funded. Engagement was requested
by the Vice Chancellor and approved by the External System.

This eBenchmarking activity is a cornerstone of the HEFCE ten-year eStrategy which
seeks to support the embedding of eLearning in higher education practice." Its aim is
to give HEFCE a measure of current eLearning practice across the higher education
sector, and to establish a roadmap for the use of eLearning to improve teaching and
learning at programme and sector levels.

The HEFCE eStrategy emphasises the learner experience and the learner voice, and
the use of eLearning to achieve this through greater personalisation and choice. The
eStrategy includes the following goals:
e encourage the design of technology for students to manage their own
individual and shared learning;
e encourage the effective use of technology to support work-based learning;
e encourage the use of technology to enable electronic assessment.

The eStrategy is intended to be one of the key influences on eLearning development
up to 2015. Substantial funding is being made available to the HE sector to develop
technical infrastructure, content, pedagogy, curriculum design, quality, research and

! The HEFCE eLearning strategy is to be found at http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefcce/2005/05 12/#exec
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2.2

evaluation. Implementation of the strategy will fall to universities and other
institutions in the HE sector.

Involvement in the eBenchmarking exercise was reported to be a prerequisite for
engagement in future JISC and Higher Education Academy funded initiatives.

The eMM methodology

The eMaturity Model (eMM) is an eBenchmarking methodology derived from a
process improvement approach developed by Carnegie Mellon University in the
1980s. It applies the concept of ‘maturity’ to organisational processes, looking at
levels of standardisation across five ‘dimensions’: delivery, planning, policy
definition, management and optimisation.

The eMM methodology has been developed for the benchmarking of eLearning by
Dr Stephen Marshall of the Victoria University of Wellington in New Zealand.?

eMM provides a mechanism to assess and compare institutional capability to
develop, deliver and support eLearning in a sustainable manner. Its underlying
concept is that ‘the ability of an institution to be effective... is dependent on [its]
capability to engage in high-quality processes that are reproducible and able to be
extended and sustained as demand grows.” *

The model looks at 35 processes, encompassing learning, development, support,
evaluation and organisation, and each process is judged against the five dimensions
of delivery, planning, policy definition, management and optimisation. In each,
judgments are made about the adequacy of current practice.

So, for example, the first of the 35 processes is ‘Learning objectives guide the design
and implementation of courses’:

® in terms of Delivery, this would require that learning objectives are stated
explicitly to students both before and after enrolment;

® in Planning, the learning objectives would determine the nature of learning
activities, the provision of resources and methods of assessment;

e for Policy Definition, there would be an institutional requirement for the use
of learning objectives in curricula;

® in terms of Management, the institution would assess student achievement
against the stated learning outcomes;

e for Optimisation, there would be evidence that information on student
achievement is used to inform the design and redesign of programmes.

2 ‘Benchmarking eLearning’, Steering Group document e-BSG/1/2, page 3.

A guide to the eMaturity Model is at http://www.utdc.vuw.ac.nz/research/emm/VersionTwo.shtml

* Benchmarking and internatioinal eLearning capability with the eLearning maturity model, S Marshall and G
Mitchell (Educause Australasia 2007) http://www.caudit.edu.au/educauseaustralasia07/authors _papers.htm
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At each point judgments are made on a four-point scale, from ‘fully adequate’ to
‘not adequate’. Each level of adequacy is indicated by a different colour, and each
result is recorded on a grid. °

This grid is itself the eBenchmarking outcome, showing patterns of adequacy and
inadequacy across the whole of an institution’s eLearning provision, from learning
processes to organisation and from initial delivery to the optimisation of the
programme on the basis of feedback and experience.

Thus the eMM methodology provides indicators of strengths and weaknesses,
showing areas for improvement rather than an aggregated performance score. eMM
thus leads less towards judgmental comparisons and more towards improvement
through an emphasis on teaching and learning strategies.

The eMM methodology is also being used for this eBenchmarking project by the
Open University and five other universities — Aberystwyth, Bangor, Leeds, Sheffield
and Southampton.

3  Defining eBenchmarking for the University of London

3.1  The University, the Colleges and the External System

The 2007 eBenchmarking project undertook to review the use of eLearning within a
specific area of the University of London: the provision of distance learning
programmes through the federal External System. The University has around 42,000
distance-learning students distributed worldwide. More than a hundred study
programmes are offered in this way, ranging from first degrees in economics and law
to Masters in veterinary science and international health care.

Distance learning is also an important area of institutional collaboration for the
federal University. For each study programme, teaching and learning design and
support are provided by one of the University’s federal Colleges, while
administration is by a central division, EISA.

The provision of eLearning tools and infrastructure has also been developed centrally
over the past eight years, with the implementation of a second-generation on-line
learning environment starting during the course of this eBenchmarking project.

3.2 Drivers for eBenchmarking
There were seven key drivers for the University’s participation in the eBenchmarking

project:
1. To promote reflection on teaching and learning practice

> For examples, see Appendix A below.
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3.3

2. To explore synergies across the federal University, between eLearning and
other provision, for example in the development of courseware, software
and learning services and for collaboration with other institutions

3. Toreview whether the University is fully exploiting the potential of learning
technologies

4. To make comparative assessments across study programmes

5. To learn from the experience of others in the sector

6. To provide a point of reference for formative development of future
provision

7. To position the University to engage in future eStrategy developments.

The overall aim is to optimise the use of eLearning by enabling the dissemination of
good practice across study programmes, and to establish a road map for future
improvements at both programme and system levels as an extension of the
University’s eStrategy for distance learning provision.

The University of London is also well-placed to benefit from the HEFCE eStrategy and
become a significant actor in its implementation, building on eight years of
investment in eLearning through the eCampus, cutting-edge developments such as
the MSc programmes in Information Security at Royal Holloway and International
Primary Health Care at UCL, the additions of eLearning tools to the Undergraduate
Laws programme, the eLearning development support activities of the Centre for
Distance Education (CDE) and its growing research profile.

Participation in eBenchmarking

Benchmarking can be carried out at institutional or programme level. The diverse
nature of distance-learning provision within the federal University of London,
however, would make an institutional approach extremely complex and time-
consuming.

Each study programme, on the other hand, is led by a defined programme team in a
single College and each programme has a clearly defined (if different) way of
working with the central administration. Programme-based eBenchmarking would
establish a useful point of reference for the programmes themselves to identify
points of strength and prioritise areas for improvement.

At the same time, the eBenchmarking results would provide useful management
information for the evolution of eStrategy by both federal College and central
administration, enabling judgments about eLearning infrastructure requirements,
curriculum design and learning services.

Through consultation with programme teams, six study programmes were selected
for eBenchmarking:

e MSc programmes in Veterinary Sciences (Royal Veterinary College)

e MSc International Primary Health Care (UCL)

e Undergraduate Laws (a consortium of Colleges)
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e MA Applied Educational Leadership and Management (Institute of Education)
e MSc Information Security (Royal Holloway)
e Undergraduate Economics, Management, Finance and Social Sciences (LSE).

A seventh programme, the MSc awards in Agriculture and Development at Wye
College, was also initially selected. However the eBenchmarking project coincided
with the transfer of these programmes from Imperial College to the School of
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), so eBenchmarking was deferred.

4 The eBenchmarking process

Preparation for eBenchmarking proper started at a ‘kick-off’ meeting run by the
Higher Education Academy in Bristol in May. Throughout the project the Higher
Education Academy provided support through three channels: by organising regular
‘cohort’ meetings for representatives of those universities using the eMM
methodology; by providing regular advice through eBenchmarking consultants; and
by setting up a national interactive website.

At the institutional level, eBenchmarking was led by a core team of four drawn from
EISA — three members of the Learning and Development Directorate and the Head of
Quality. Governance was provided by a Steering Group, reporting to the Academic
Committee of the External System. The core team ran an initial Participants’ Meeting
and held regular meetings to discuss progress and analyse results.

Throughout the process, the core team maintained a weblog, whose aim was mainly
to keep the Higher Education Academy and its consultants aware of progress.®

The eBenchmarking of each study programme was carried out by academic and
administrative staff from the programme team, with two members of the core team
in attendance to provide continuity between programmes and record results.” Each
eBenchmarking team worked through the eMM Process Assessment Workbook,
covering all 35 processes across each of the five ‘dimensions’.? This process was very
much a self-assessment by the programme team members themselves, who made
judgments about the adequacy or otherwise of eLearning provision in each area.

The role of those core team members present at eBenchmarking sessions was to
facilitate, provide continuity, draw comparisons and promote consistency.

eBenchmarking sessions ran from mid-July to mid-November, a period of four
months spread over the summer holidays and the start of a new academic year,
when programme teams are already heavily committed. This frequently made the

®The weblog can be accessed at http://london.typepad.com/uol_ebench/

" A full list of participants in the eBenchmarking process can be found in Appendix D to this report.
® The eMM Process Assessment Workbook is at
http://www.utdc.vuw.ac.nz/research/emm/documents/versiontwo/20060726Workbook.pdf
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5.1

organisation of eBenchmarking meetings difficult and, while this did not affect the
final results, the process could be carried out on another occasion more
economically at a less committed time in the academic calendar.

Outcomes for the study programmes

The work of each eBenchmarking team produced two things: first a tabulated Results
Grid for the study programme, capturing the judgements of the programme team;
second their conclusions from the benchmarking process and its results. These
Results Grids are in Appendix A and the report conclusions are summarised here.

The core eBenchmarking team drew out key issues of note for the External System.

This section offers a summary interpretation of these Results Grids, individually by
programme, drawn from the work of both the programme and core eBenchmarking
teams. When considering these conclusions, the following points should be borne in
mind:

e The Results Grids reflect the programme team’s own view of the programme’s
strengths and weaknesses. This perspective is closest to the point of delivery to
students on the programme, but may not always include details of strategy and
planning initiatives made centrally.

e This ‘programme view’ is of its nature specific to the College, or the consortium
in the case of Undergraduate Laws. It therefore reflects local support for
eLearning in the College concerned, and the working relationship between the
College and the central administration of the External System. This varies
between Colleges.

e The eMM methodology measures the ‘institutional context’ within which
eLearning is delivered. It does not attempt to evaluate either eLearning content
or the efficiency and efficacy of the particular eLearning tools and services used
by the programme.

Undergraduate Laws (a consortium of Colleges).

Programme eBenchmarking team: Mary Luckham, John Ferra, Will Myddleton,
Agnieska Dziemba, Michaela Hoyle, Caroline Malsher.

Facilitated by: Brian Sayer, Peter Marsden, Liz Kemp, Jay Reid.

Six sessions, on 30 August, 12 and 13 September, 19 October, 5 and 22 November
2007.

Programme outline

e 17,990 students.

e Has been running as a traditional distance-learning programme for more than
100 years.
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5.2

e Inthe past 10 years ICT has been introduced, with emphasis on the provision of
access to on and off-line databases and library services.

e In the past two years the team has progressively piloted and released online
learning components, including self-assessment tools and an on-line learning
environment. An ePortfolio is currently being developed and tested for release.

Conclusions by the programme team

The programme team’s report, compiled by Programme Administrators John Ferra

and Agnieska Dziemba, highlights the following points:

e The elLearning infrastructure we offer is reliable and sufficient, and students
receive adequate technical support when engaging in eLearning.

e Planning for the programme has been successful, but enhancement and
feedback processes need to be improved. The programme lacks a formal review
process.

e Itis vital that students should be provided with feedback on their work, perhaps
through discussion forums on the virtual learning environment (VLE).

e The programme requires its own elLearning strategy, technology plan and digital
information integrity plan.

e Thereis aneed to improve the quality of management data, and for strong
institutional policies to facilitate change.

Undergraduate , Management, Finance and Social Sciences (LSE)

Programme eBenchmarking team: Rosie Gosling, Kate Barker, Maha Shaikh, Neil
McClean, Jeremy Hancock.

Facilitated by: Liz Kemp, Jay Reid, Stephanie Wilson.

Two sessions, on 18 September and 1 November 2007.

Programme outline

e 15,757 students.

e Running as a traditional distance-learning programme for 20 years.

e 80 per cent of students receive study support from local teaching institutions.

e For the past 5 years library resources have been available on-line.

e The programme team is currently planning an on-line learning environment for
students and is considering the adoption of other eLearning tools, with piloting
to selected students in 2008/09.

Conclusions by the programme team

The programme team’s own report on the Results, compiled by Programme Director

Rosemary Gosling, highlights areas that need to be addressed by providing:

e Aconsiderable increase in support and training for teaching staff in the
production of eLearning resources (D1, D2, D3, S5, S6, E2, 02).

e Improvements in the integration and reliability of the IT infrastructure for
eLearning (D5, D6, O3, 04, 05).
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5.4

o Clearer institutional policies for the allocation of resources (O1), teaching and
learning through eLearning (02), and institutional strategy and operational
planning generally (O9), and access to on-line library resources (52): ‘The
information that emerged... indicates that management issues are very
important’.

e Better evaluation processes, particularly in evaluating the delivery of the
programmes through the eyes of students and teaching institutions.

MSc programmes in Veterinary Sciences (Royal Veterinary College)
Programme eBenchmarking team: Ayona Silva-Fletcher, Maxine Wortley, Ruth
Chandler, Inger-Lise Moen.

Facilitated by: Liz Kemp, Jay Reid, Stephanie Wilson.

Three sessions, on 23 July, 23 October and 14 November 2007.

Programme outline

e 115 students.

e Asmall College with a large IT department providing good eLearning tools and
services, which has played a leading role in the development of eLearning within
the Bloomsbury Group of Colleges.

e elearning students share all facilities with on-campus students, including access
to the College Intranet, on-line library resources, and access to tutorial support.

e The programme has been running on-line for seven years, and is now being
reviewed by its own programme team.

Conclusions by the programme team

The programme team’s own report on the Results, compiled by Project

Administrator Maxine Wortley, highlights the following points:

e ‘Alot of current practices are undertaken not due to any existing policies, but
because we are conscientious about giving a good, quality service’.

e Strengths are student support and communications, with students’ inclusion
within RVC fostered by access to the College’s extensive on-line library services
and intranet.

e Suggested improvements include a more structured VLE Calendar, better tutor
training for VLE Tutorials, and to gather student feedback on the VLE.

e To effect changes efficiently would require an increase in staff and resources.

MSc International Primary Health Care (UCL)

Programme eBenchmarking team: Jill Russell.
Facilitated by Brian Sayer, Peter Marsden, Jay Reid.
Two sessions, on 7 November and 15 November.

Programme outline

e 74 students, mostly using the programme for professional development.

e Thisis a distance-learning programme wholly on-line, launched in 2002, and
based on an internal programme which had been running on-campus since 1998.
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5.5

e A pioneer within the University and within the Higher Education Sector.
e Aswitch of VLE, from WebCT to Moodle, is planned for 2008/09.

Conclusions by the programme team

The programme team’s own report on the Results, compiled by Jill Russell, indicates

that three important areas need to be addressed by providing:

e Improvements in the integration and reliability of the IT infrastructure for
eLearning (D5, D6, 0O5).

e Clearer policies and processes in institutional planning and management (01-9)
and institutional Policy Definition (column 3). The programme team
representative commented: ‘Whilst we “scored” highly on our own delivery and
planning practices, the institutional-level policies are often far less developed'.

e Defined policies for the provision of on-line library resources (52). The
programme team representative commented: ‘A key priority for us is to improve
student access to eJournals and on-line resources, but this issue is linked to the
broader issue of the relationship between the College and the University of
London and the registration status of our students’.

MSc Information Security (Royal Holloway)

Programme eBenchmarking team: Hilary Ganley, Keith Martin, Yvonne Edwards,
Laura Law.

Facilitated by: Liz Kemp, Peter Marsden, Jay Reid, Stephanie Wilson.

Three sessions, on 16 July, 23 August and 25 October 2007.

Programme outline

e 207 students

e The programme has been delivered fully on-line for 5 years, with eLearning as
intrinsic to its subject.

e The College is strong on IT planning, and the programme team is able to exploit
this.

e Aswitch of VLE, from Effect (home-grown) to Moodle, is planned for 2008/09.

Conclusions by the programme team

The programme team’s own report on the Results, compiled by Hilary Ganley,

highlights the following points:

e Thereis scope for improved processes and procedures, but the distance-learning
infrastructure within RHUL does not provide support.

e The External System is good on policies, but not in a position to fully implement
these.

e Itis helpful to share good practice with other External System programmes. This
is where the External System has much to offer, and hopefully will continue this
work through the Centre for Distance Education.

e Development of an eLearning programme from a successful campus course
meant that eLearning pedagogies underpinned the development of materials
and support model, but since that time institutional support for monitoring and
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maintaining quality has been minimal: administrative procedures need to be
established for this.
e Thereis aneed for more proactive leadership for future eLearning development.

MA Applied Educational Leadership and Management (Institute of Education)

Programme eBenchmarking team: Megan Crawford, Isobel Bowditch, Michaela
Hoyle.

Facilitated by: Stephanie Wilson, Liz Kemp, Jay Reid.

Two sessions, on 23 August and 13 November 2007.

Programme outline

e 71 students

e A programme that has moved from traditional course-in-a-box to wholly on-line
during the past 3 years.

e Aswitch of VLE, from Effect (home-grown) to Moodle, is planned for 2008/09.

Conclusions by the programme team

The programme team’s own report on the Results, compiled by Course Director

Megan Crawford, highlights the following points:

e Really useful in pointing out areas for improvement, and areas doing well,
confirming that our policies and practices are good in most areas.

e Greatest strength is ‘the way we quality assure and manage the student
experience’.

e Changes to minor aspects of the programme will be effected by discussion with
the programme tutors.

Outcomes for the institution
Where the eBenchmarking results agree

The six programmes are too diverse for meaningful comparisons to be made —
undergraduate and postgraduate, with student numbers from fewer than 75 to
almost 18,000, in six different subjects, offered by five largely autonomous Colleges
and a Consortium, and varying from fully on-line programmes to traditional distance-
learning programmes that are just beginning to pilot eLearning services and tools.

Throughout the e-benchmarking process there were decisions to be made as to
whether ‘the institution’ referred to the External System or the Colleges. Even within
the same study programme the definition of ‘institution’ could change across
statements.

However if eBenchmarking is to be used as a tool for defining future strategy, and in
particular to identify areas that need to be addressed, then it is important to analyse
the results to show where these may reveal common issues and trends. In the view
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6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

of the core eBenchmarking team, correspondences between programme results
indicate the following issues:

Institutional Policy Definition and its Management.

e This issue was indicated by all six programmes.

e Responsibility for policy is distributed between the College, through the
programme team, and the University, through the central administration (EISA).
The results, and the comments made by programme teams, revealed
uncertainties over which institution was responsible for particular policies, and at
what level.

e These uncertainties highlight the potential danger of a ‘policy gap’ where policy
is defined by neither institution (or fails to be agreed).

Access to on-line library resources

e Inadequate access to on-line resources was indicated by four programmes.

e The University of London Research Library Services and EISA are currently
engaged in a process to identify the resources required to support all External
students through the Online Library and the funding mechanism to provide
them.

Allocation of resources for eLearning
e An absence of formal criteria for the allocation of resources was indicated by
four programmes, with the other two indicating only ‘partial’ adequacy.

eLearning strategy, institutional teaching and learning policies
e Three programmes could not identify explicit teaching and learning policies for
eLearning.

Integration in the IT infrastructure for eLearning
e Three programmes identified a lack of integration in the IT infrastructure for
eLearning.

Outcomes for the Higher Education Academy

The Higher Education Academy, acting on behalf of the Higher Education Funding
Council (HEFCE), required two things from each institution which took part in this
nationwide eBenchmarking exercise: first a single aggregated Results Grid for
University of London distance learning as a whole, and second a ‘two pages of A4’
summary report.

The aggregated Results Grid and Summary Report are in Appendix B.
The core eBenchmarking team unanimously expressed reservations regarding the

validity of a single aggregated Results Grid from the six sets of results produced by
the six programmes. In our view the study programmes that have been
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8.2

eBenchmarked are too diverse for any detailed conclusions to be made from the
aggregated Results Grid.

Nonetheless, the single Results Grid does enable some general conclusions. These
are set out in the following sections.

What we have learned

The eBenchmarking process assists the formative evaluation of eLearning provision

Using eMM the process of eBenchmarking itself allows the programme team to reflect on
their own eLearning practice.

All six programme teams agreed on the benefits of the process itself. All programme teams
found value in the opportunity that the eBenchmarking process gave for a complete survey
of all areas of programme delivery, development, planning and policy. The eBenchmarking
exercise also provided an opportunity to take a broad perspective on processes which can be
obscured by the day-to-day concentration on details.

For those teams that had over the past six years designed and delivered on-line study
programmes this was a structured opportunity to revisit and reassess their work on
eLearning in the light of experience. For teams just starting to add eLearning tools and
services to long-established programmes the process offered a view of future possibilities.

For both groups many questions engendered discussion which was of value in itself. The
principal value of eBenchmarking proved to be in the process, not its results. There were
benefits for all in working together across the federal University collaboration that is the
External System — the central University division (EISA) with the College programme team,
academics with administrators.

e EMFSS

‘In spite of some original hesitation it was good to reflect on what we are doing. The
statements [in eMM] acted as very useful prompts and indicated that we did much more
than we think we are doing. The process allowed us to think on our feet and think up new
ideas for our programmes and thus was a very useful tool for creativity.’

e MSc International Primary Health Care

‘The main value ... was that the structure of the process ... encouraged reflection not only on
what we do and deliver as a [programme] team, but more broadly on the institutional
practices and policy context within which we and the [programme] are located.’

eBenchmarking can trigger immediate action and support quality enhancement

The results of the eBenchmarking process helped the programme teams identify
where they could themselves make immediate improvements through action locally.

e EMFSS
‘The information which emerged during the [eBenchmarking] process is already
affecting the discussions we are having about the delivery of our programmes’.
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8.3

8.4

8.5

e MSc International Primary Health Care
‘My intention is to feed my own learning prompted by the [eBenchmarking] process
back into future [programme] team discussions as relevant.’

e Undergraduate Laws
‘We aim to introduce an institutional eTechnology plan which [will] make the review
process easy to implement.’

eBenchmarking makes programme processes visible

The eBenchmarking process was equally valuable for the members of the core
eBenchmarking team, drawn from the central division responsible for the
administration of distance learning within the University (EISA).

Programme design and content is the responsibility of programme team members
attached to a federal college. The wide-ranging discussions triggered by the
eBenchmarking process gave the core team members insights that will inform future
cooperation across the divide between the College programme team and the central
division.

eBenchmarking reveals the institutional context

The results of eBenchmarking provide an overview of the institutional context that
enables eLearning.

One of the strengths of the eMM methodology is that it covers the whole
institutional context. So the results of eBenchmarking with eMM identify differences
in eLearning practice at system and programme level.

eBenchmarking is thus a valuable tool for informing institutional strategy. Its results
identify strengths to be exploited and areas for improvement.

e MSc Information Security

‘The External System is good on policies, but not in a position to fully implement
them. There always comes a point of handover to lead Colleges [which] varies with
different Colleges and different programmes...’

Sharing and dissemination of good practice

Exceptionally strong results from several of the programmes demonstrate the significant
skills of academic and administrative colleagues in the provision of eLearning. This is an
opportunity for good practice to be actively disseminated to all programmes in the External
System. eLearning services, tools, templates and procedures developed for individual
programmes can also be made available to others.
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8.6

8.7

e MSc Information Security

‘I have always found it very helpful to share examples of good practice with other External
System programmes. This is where the External System has much to offer. Hopefully they
will be able to continue this work through the Centre for Distance Education.’

Which institution?
College, University, External System or study Programme?

A frequent question during the eBenchmarking process was ‘Which institution?’
Many of eMM'’s processes are concerned with institutional planning, management
and the formation of policy. In a federal University, are these the responsibility of
the University of London, the College or the central administrative division?

The majority of study programmes run by the federal Colleges are for on-campus
students. They are managed entirely on-site by the College itself, with little or no
reference to the federal University. Study programmes for distance learning, on the
other hand, are planned and produced by faculty in the College, but managed and
administered by a division of the federal University.

The distribution of responsibilities between College and University varies from
programme to programme. Where services are provided centrally, management may
be provided by the External System administration, or by another University division.

One general outcome of this eBenchmarking exercise — this was raised by all six
programme teams - is that there is a need for further clarity about who is
responsible for planning, management and policy on a programme-by-programme
basis. It is also important to ensure that programme teams are fully aware of the
division of responsibilities, and where to turn for assistance.

The Result Grids consistently show strengths in Delivery and Optimisation — signs of
a dedicated programme team running effective eLearning — but planning,
management and policy are areas for further development.

Differences between external and internal students
—on-line access to library resources

Five programme teams flagged up limited access to on-line library resources for their
students as an issue — indeed only Undergraduate Laws did not mention this.

The design and delivery of distance-learning programmes by College faculty usually
reflects College strength in the subject area concerned. For on-campus students, the
College’s subject strength will guarantee adequate access to library resources —
whether printed or on-line.

Students on the distance-learning version of the programme, however, are
registered not with the College but with the federal University. Distance students are
therefore excluded from the College licences that give access to the specialist on-line
resources for their programme, and from the College’s specialist collection.
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8.8

8.9

This institutional gap needs to be addressed through agreement between EISA, Lead
Colleges and ULRLS.

e MSc International Primary Health Care:

‘A key priority ... is to improve student access to eJournals and on-line resources, but
this issue is linked to the broader issue of the relationship between the College and
the University of London and the registration status of our students.’

The eMM eBenchmarking methodology does suit distance learning

The design of the eMM methodology was developed as a way of benchmarking
eLearning in higher education and is primarily concerned with the use of eLearning
for teaching and learning on-campus. How well does it address distance-learning
programmes, where there is less face-to-face contact and the eLearning tools and
services must carry the full weight of the teaching and learning programme?

Both the External System and the Open University anticipated shortcomings. In
practice, however, eMM proved to be a useful tool. When the eBenchmarking had
been completed — for six programmes of the External System and three at the Open
University — the eBenchmarking teams at both institutions agreed that the eMM
approach matched the distance-learning context just as well as on-campus.

The current eMM methodology, however, tends to be long-winded and resource-
hungry. Proposals are set out in Appendix E that would make the eBenchmarking
process more concentrated, enabling its benefits to be achieved with fewer
resources.

eLearning in UK Higher Education: Where the External System differs

This eBenchmarking of University of London distance-learning programmes has been
carried out as part of a larger project sponsored by HEFCE and led by the Higher
Education Academy which includes both the Open University (OU) and other
universities throughout the UK.

Throughout the eBenchmarking exercise there have been regular discussions with
colleagues at the Open University (OU) and with other universities using the same
eMM eBenchmarking methodology.

e The Open University

The Open University is very different from the University of London External System
as an institution, though delivering a similar product. Where the University of
London’s distance-learning programmes exhibit the diversity of the University’s
federal Colleges and Institutes, the Open University is a unitary institution with
centralised systems. These differences were immediately apparent from a
comparison of the two institutions’ eBenchmarking results.
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The results for both institutions indicated strength in the areas of Learning and
Development, and particularly in the Delivery and Planning of these areas. However
for the Open University this strength spread across unbroken into Policy definition
and Management — precisely the result that would be expected from a strong
centrally defined institution.

The overall results for the UoL External System, on the other hand, indicated less
strength in Policy definition and Management, with notable areas of where there is
room for improvement (see the single Results Grid in Appendix B1). This contrast
with the Open University shows the effect of the federal nature of the University of
London on the use of eLearning by the External System, reflecting the diversity of its
provision.

e On-campus eLearning

Five UK campus universities also used the eMM methodology for this
eBenchmarking exercise: Aberystwyth, Bangor, Leeds, Sheffield and Southampton,
alongside the Open University and the UoL External System. Bi-monthly ‘cohort’
meetings of core eBenchmarking team representatives from all seven institutions
were held to establish the methodology, to discuss progress, and finally to compare
results.

According to Stephen Marshall, the originator of the eMM methodology, previous
experience has shown an expected result ‘pattern’ for the use of eLearning within
the context of a campus university. This shows strength in the Delivery and Planning
of eLearning, with a gradual reduction in strength shading into the areas of Policy,
Management and Optimisation. (On the eMM Results Grid this is shown by a shading
left-to-right from dark to light.)

This pattern was exhibited by all five campus universities that used eMM, though to
varying degrees. The pattern produced by the six University of London distance-
learning programmes, on the other hand, differed from this (see the individual
Results Grids in Appendix A).

The greater strength of the University of London’s distance learning programmes in
Optimisation is immediately apparent. This not only indicates the proactive and
evaluative approach that is required in order to deliver any study programme
successfully by distance learning, but also the active commitment of individual
programme teams in developing new ways of relating to distant students through
eLearning.
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9.1

9.2

9.3

9.4

9.5

9.6

9.7

9.8

Conclusions

The programme teams who took part in the eBenchmarking exercise are drawing their own
conclusions and making recommendations for action at both programme and system level.
These have been covered in section 5 of this report.

This section sets out summary conclusions from the perspective of the External System,
informed by the engagement of the core eBenchmarking team across the six programmes
and with other HE institutions using the eMM methodology.

The eBenchmarking process highlighted differences in provision for External
students in comparison with internal students studying for the same award. Library
provision is one example, preparatory and tutorial support are others.

There is a common pattern through the programme results. Practice and planning
are generally good. The focus now needs to be on the institutionalisation of this
practice into policies, standards and procedures.

Each of the six programmes demonstrated good practice in aspects of the
implementation of eLearning. Some have five years’ experience while others are just
starting on the road.

The results highlight diversity in the provision of student support within the External
System. There are exceptions, and reasons differ from programme to programme,
but in general the key differentiators are the age of the programme and the number
of its registered students.

eBenchmarking revealed a lack of awareness among some programme teams about
eLearning strategy, planning and resourcing at College and University levels.

This eBenchmarking exercise has been specifically concerned with eLearning.
However most of its measures are equally appropriate to other forms of learning
support, particularly in a distance-learning context where the distinction between
on-line and other modes of delivery is less clear-cut than on-campus.

The six programmes that took part in this eBenchmarking exercise drew clear
benefits, both from the reflective process itself and from the insights it revealed.
Equally, the exercise has provided insights at system level.

Taken together, the results from these six programmes show that eBenchmarking
can produce evidence to inform the development of strategy.
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10.1

10.2

10.3

10.4

10.5

10.6

10.7

Recommendations

Institutional responsibility

In practice the External System is not one institution but a collaboration between
two: the federal College or Institute and the University of London (through EISA, the
central division which provides administration of students and study processes). For
each programme the locus of institutional responsibility for definition of policies and
procedures needs to be clear. The eBenchmarking processes provide a framework
for this.

Internal/External provision

Differential access to learning resources for External students needs to be given
explicit consideration, particularly in the area of on-line library resources. Active
collaboration across all institutional levels will ensure best use of resources to the
equal benefit of distance and on-campus students.

Sharing good practice

Where good practice has been revealed by eBenchmarking, this should be actively
disseminated. eLearning tools, services, templates and procedures developed for
one programme can be made available to others using the channels provided by the
Centre for Distance Education.

eBenchmarking the institution

The results provide a ‘programme view’ of eLearning provision, seen from one side
of the collaboration that is the External System. To supplement this future
eBenchmarking sessions should include the central University perspective.

eLearning strategy, planning and infrastructure

The Open Campus strategy for eLearning, endorsed by ESLCC in February 2007,
should be disseminated at all levels of the External System, particularly to
programme teams, with a report on progress over the past year and future
implementation plans.

eLearning standards

Consideration should be given to the adoption of a set of minimum standards for
eLearning, defined through the eBenchmarking processes and practices, by which all
programmes could be objectively assessed as part of a system-wide programme
modernisation process with agreed annual targets.

Future eBenchmarking

Further eBenchmarking should be offered to programmes so that other programmes
can share in the identified benefits of this facilitated review process. In view of the
resource overhead, the exercise itself should be shorter and more concentrated.
This will give a more complete picture of eLearning progress across the External
System, and will provide a broader information base for decisions on the
development of strategy and the distribution of resources.
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Appendix A
Programme Results Grids and Team Reports

These are set out on the following pages:

Al

A2

A3

A4

A5

A6

Undergraduate Laws (consortium of Colleges)

Undergraduate Economics, Management, Finance and Social Sciences (LSE)
Postgraduate Veterinary Sciences (RVC)

MSc International Primary Health Care (UCL)

MSc Information Security (Royal Holloway)

MA Applied Educational Leadership and Management (Institute of Education).
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Al:

Undergraduate Laws Programme (Consortium of colleges)
Final Results Grid from eBenchmarking 2007
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Learning: Processes that directly impact on pedagogical aspects of e-learning

KEY

L1 Learning objectives guide the design and implementation of
courses
L2 Students are provided with mechanisms for interaction with *
teaching staff and other students
L3 Students are provided with e-learning skill development
L4 Students are provided with expected staff response times to *
student communications
L5 Students receive feedback on their performance within courses
L6 Students are provided with support in developing research and
information literacy skills
L7 Learning designs and activities actively engage students
L8 Assessment is designed to progressively build student *
competence
L9 Student work is subject to specified timetables and deadlines * *
L10 Courses are designed to support diverse learning styles and

learner capabilities

Development: Processes surrounding the creation and maintenance of e-learning resources

D1 Teaching staff are provided with design and development
support when engaging in e-learning
D2 Course development, design and delivery are guided by e-
learning procedures and standards
D3 An explicit plan links e-learning technology, pedagogy and
content used in courses
D4 Courses are designed to support disabled students
D5 All elements of the physical e-learning infrastructure are
reliable, robust and sufficient
D6 All elements of the physical e-learning infrastructure are *
integrated using defined standards
D7 E-learning resources are designed and managed to maximise
reuse
Support: Processes surrounding the support and operational management of e-learning
S1 Students are provided with technical assistance when engaging
in e-learning
S2 Students are provided with library facilities when engaging in e-
learning
S3 Student enquiries, questions and complaints are collected and
managed formally
S4 Students are provided with personal and learning support
services when engaging in e-learning
S5 Teaching staff are provided with e-learning pedagogical support
and professional development
S6 Teaching staff are provided with technical support in using * * *
digital information created by students
Evaluation: Processes surrounding the evaluation and quality control of e-learning through its entire

lifecycle

E1l Students are able to provide regular feedback on the quality
and effectiveness of their e-learning experience

E2 Teaching staff are able to provide regular feedback on quality
and effectiveness of their e-learning experience

E3 Regular reviews of the e-learning aspects of courses are

conducted

l]

Organisation: Processes associated with institutional planning and management

01 Formal criteria guide the allocation of resources for e-learning
design, development and delivery

02 Institutional learning and teaching policy and strategy explicitly
address e-learning

03 E-learning technology decisions are guided by an explicit plan

04 Digital information use is guided by an institutional information
integrity plan

05 E-learning initiatives are guided by explicit development plans

06 Students are provided with information on e-learning
technologies prior to starting courses

o7 Students are provided with information on e-learning
pedagogies prior to starting courses

08 Students are provided with administration information prior to
starting courses

09 E-learning initiatives are guided by institutional strategies and

operational plans

72 B

The cell colours
indicate that the
programme's
implementation of the
process is:

Fully adequate

Largely adequate

Partially adequate

Inadequate

indicates that the
process has been
judged by the
programme team
as 'Not Applicable’
to the programme.

an asterisk in a cell
indicates that a sub-
process has been
judged by the
programme team
as 'Not Applicable’
to the programme.



A2: Undergraduate Economics, Management, Finance and Social Sciences Programme (LSE)
Final Results Grid from eBenchmarking 2007
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Learning: Processes that directly impact on pedagogical aspects of e-learning KEY The cell colours

indicate that the

L1 Learning objectives guide the design and implementation of programme's
courses i .
L2 Students are provided with mechanisms for interaction with |mp|eme.ntat|on of the
teaching staff and other students process is:
L3 Students are provided with e-learning skill development -
Fully adequate
L4 Students are provided with expected staff response times to
student communications
L5 Students receive feedback on their performance within courses -
Largely adequate
L6 Students are provided with support in developing research and -
information literacy skills
L7 Learning designs and activities actively engage students
I:I Partially adequate
L8 Assessment is designed to progressively build student
competence
L9 Student work is subject to specified timetables and deadlines I:I
Inadequate
L10 Courses are designed to support diverse learning styles and
learner capabilities
Development: Processes surrounding the creation and maintenance of e-learning resources N indicates that the
L™ process has been

D1 Teaching staff are provided with design and development judged by the
support when engaging in e-learning

D2 Course development, design and delivery are guided by e- * pr?gramme'teaml
learning procedures and standards as 'Not Applicable

D3 An explicit plan links e-learning technology, pedagogy and to the programme.
content used in courses
D4 Courses are designed to support disabled students * an asterisk in a cell
indicates that a sub-

D5 All elements of the physical e-learning infrastructure are process has been
reliable, robust and sufficient judged by the

D6 All elements of the physical e-learning infrastructure are
integrated using defined standards programme team

D7 E-learning resources are designed and managed to maximise - as 'Not Applicable’
reuse to the programme.

Support: Processes surrounding the support and operational management of e-learning

S1 Students are provided with technical assistance when engaging
in e-learning

S2 Students are provided with library facilities when engaging in e-
learning

S3 Student enquiries, questions and complaints are collected and
managed formally

S4 Students are provided with personal and learning support
services when engaging in e-learning

S5 Teaching staff are provided with e-learning pedagogical support
and professional development

S6 Teaching staff are provided with technical support in using
digital information created by students

Evaluation: Processes surrounding the evaluation and quality control of e-learning through its entire

lifecycle
E1l Students are able to provide regular feedback on the quality -
and effectiveness of their e-learning experience
E2 Teaching staff are able to provide regular feedback on quality
and effectiveness of their e-learning experience
E3 Regular reviews of the e-learning aspects of courses are
conducted
Organisation: Processes associated with institutional planning and management
01 Formal criteria guide the allocation of resources for e-learning
design, development and delivery
02 Institutional learning and teaching policy and strategy explicitly
address e-learning
03 E-learning technology decisions are guided by an explicit plan
04 Digital information use is guided by an institutional information
integrity plan
05 E-learning initiatives are guided by explicit development plans
06 Students are provided with information on e-learning
technologies prior to starting courses
o7 Students are provided with information on e-learning
pedagogies prior to starting courses
08 Students are provided with administration information prior to *
starting courses
09 E-learning initiatives are guided by institutional strategies and
operational plans




A3: Postgraduate Veterinary Sciences Programme (Royal Veterinary College)
Final Results Grid from eBenchmarking 2007
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Learning: Processes that directly impact on pedagogical aspects of e-learning KEY The cell colours
_ _ _ _ _ _ indicate that the
L1 Learning objectives guide the design and implementation of programme's
courses implementation of the
L2 Students are provided with mechanisms for interaction with ‘mp .
teaching staff and other students process is:
L3 Students are provided with e-learning skill development
Fully adequate
L4 Students are provided with expected staff response times to
student communications
L5 Students receive feedback on their performance within courses -
Largely adequate
L6 Students are provided with support in developing research and
information literacy skills
L7 Learning designs and activities actively engage students
Partially adequate
L8 Assessment is designed to progressively build student
competence
L9 Student work is subject to specified timetables and deadlines
Inadequate
L10 Courses are designed to support diverse learning styles and
learner capabilities
Development: Processes surrounding the creation and maintenance of e-learning resources N indicates that the
_ _ _ _ L™ process has been
D1 Teaching staff are pr_ovu_jed with Qe5|gn and development judged by the
support when engaging in e-learning
D2 Course development, design and delivery are guided by e- pr?gramme'teaml
learning procedures and standards as ‘Not Applicable
D3 An explicit plan links e-learning technology, pedagogy and to the programme.
content used in courses
D4 Courses are designed to support disabled students * an asterisk in a cell
_ — indicates that a sub-
D5 AII_eIements of the phy;lc_al e-learning infrastructure are process has been
reliable, robust and sufficient .
- — judged by the
D6 All elements of the physical e-learning infrastructure are
integrated using defined standards programme team
D7 E-learning resources are designed and managed to maximise as 'Not Applicable’
reuse to the programme.
Support: Processes surrounding the support and operational management of e-learning
S1 Students are provided with technical assistance when engaging
in e-learning
S2 Students are provided with library facilities when engaging in e-
learning
S3 Student enquiries, questions and complaints are collected and
managed formally
S4 Students are provided with personal and learning support
services when engaging in e-learning
S5 Teaching staff are provided with e-learning pedagogical support
and professional development
S6 Teaching staff are provided with technical support in using
digital information created by students

Evaluation: Processes surrounding the evaluation and quality control of e-learning through its entire

lifecycle

E1l Students are able to provide regular feedback on the quality
and effectiveness of their e-learning experience

E2 Teaching staff are able to provide regular feedback on quality
and effectiveness of their e-learning experience

E3 Regular reviews of the e-learning aspects of courses are
conducted

Organisation: Processes associated with institutional planning and management

01 Formal criteria guide the allocation of resources for e-learning
design, development and delivery

02 Institutional learning and teaching policy and strategy explicitly
address e-learning

03 E-learning technology decisions are guided by an explicit plan

04 Digital information use is guided by an institutional information
integrity plan

05 E-learning initiatives are guided by explicit development plans

06 Students are provided with information on e-learning
technologies prior to starting courses

o7 Students are provided with information on e-learning
pedagogies prior to starting courses

08 Students are provided with administration information prior to
starting courses

09 E-learning initiatives are guided by institutional strategies and

operational plans







Appendix B
Results and report for the Higher Education Academy

These are set out on the following pages:
Bl The aggregated Results Grid for University of London distance learning

B2 The Report for the Higher Education Academy
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