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Executive Summary

Benchmarking Methodology and Process

Central to the OBHE/WCET benchmarking methodology is the participating institutions’ willingness to review in detail their own performance and processes in e-learning, and then share the results with others in a confidential setting. The OBHE/WCET benchmarking process begins with each institution developing an Institutional Review Document (IRD) in response to a series of questions which elicit information about the institution’s’ e-Learning processes and policies. The OBHE/WCET team compiles the information from the IRDs into initial draft report which includes a set of overall good practice statements. 

During a two day workshop participants from each institution openly and frankly discuss the general findings from the institutional submissions and give brief presentations about selected good practices. At the end of each day participants review in detail and edit the proposed draft statements of good practice.

Evolving Institutions

In 2007 senior leaders from six universities located in the United Kingdom, United States and Mexico utilized the OBHE/WCET higher education benchmarking methodology to promote the sharing of their institutional experiences relating to the planning and managing of e-learning. 

The purposes of this project were two fold: Firstly, to illuminate how information and communication technologies have changed who is involved in the academic endeavor and how these individuals influence the organization. 

Secondly, to explore current institutional policy and practice, to determine whether (and how) the institution is recognizing and responding to the evolving academic e-learning endeavor. (E-learning, in this project, is not synonymous with open and distance learning. While e-learning may facilitate open and distance learning, this project was concerned solely with those activities involving the use of technology to facilitate learning and which are campus based.)

Although some institutions’ e-learning agendas have evolved more than others, for the most part the e-learning endeavors at all institutions have progressed beyond the nascent stage. Most institutions have e-learning visions, strategies, and strategic plans and have invested significantly in technology infrastructures. They all have e-learning centers which provide training and support to faculty and students; e-learning practices and some policies, along with management philosophies; and they all monitor and evaluate some aspects of e-learning activities. Thus, while a few institutions are grappling with basic issues, others are seeking answers to sophisticated questions such as:

· At what point should e-learning be integrated into the Learning and Teaching strategy rather than being a separate element within it?

· How does an institution begin re-allocating more of its e-learning support resources to e-learning projects and research and fewer resources to day to day “help desk” problems?

· What kind of language would assist faculty in discussing e-learning at the micro and macro institutional levels?

· How does an institution translate student expectations into a prevailing driver for e-learning when the student body is highly diverse?

Common and Prevailing Themes

Although variations exist in the institutions’ stages of e-learning development, all have identified some similar prevailing issues and have arrived at or are arriving at analogous solutions to these problems. Most of these issues/solutions are referenced in multiple times, and to some degree are outcomes of the expanding e-learning endeavor. These issues are listed below:

Alignment

Most institutions refer to the value and importance of aligning all major aspects of their e-learning strategies, actions, and programs with the e-learning vision and its compelling drivers. Thus, they are striving to align policies and practices (related to recruitment, staff development, student support, and evaluation activities) with their e-learning vision.

Implementation Tension

Institutions continue to question how much of a centrally directed approach is required to implement their e-learning strategies at the department and faculty levels. Although most institutions report that e-learning strategies assigned to central managerial functions are more readily implemented, and that those allocated to departmental or faculty levels are less consistently implemented, institutions, nevertheless, are aware of the need for balance between control and innovation.

Practices Preferable to Formal Policies

All institutions tend to operate their e-learning endeavors though examples of good practice rather than as a result of formal policies.

Collaboration, Cooperation, and Communication

Institutions report that the expansion of their e-learning endeavors spawned new e-learning support centers, serving students and faculty along with the realigned libraries, media services, IT and numerous committee structures. Institutions all agree that these support areas needed to collaborate, cooperate, and communicate. They are aware of the need for clear communication between faculty, students and the services, and for ways to direct end users to the appropriate support areas.

New proficiencies for E-learning Endeavor Members

The institutions report that all the members of the e-learning endeavor require staff development to provide additional skills. Faculty members need training in the application of the new technologies that relate to their pedagogies and learning processes. In addition, support staff members with the technical skills often need extra proficiency in interpersonal skills and communication, to help them serve as effective liaison providers and committee members.

Commitment to Changing the Culture

Finally, all institutions allude  to the importance of persistence in their efforts to change their institutional cultures, by not only making the culture more receptive to e-learning but by making e-learning a fundamental aspect of their organization’s learning and teaching culture, approach and mission.

Findings from In-depth Benchmarking Analyses

The following information summarizes the main findings from the five focus areas in which the participating institutions performed more in-depth benchmarking:

Institutional Vision and Mission

Institutions were asked to describe their institutional vision relating to e-learning, and how it was developed and implemented. They considered their e-learning vision crucial to the success of the implementation of their e-learning strategies and goals. Institutional drivers for e-learning are considered or alluded to in the formulation of the e-learning vision. The greater the clarity about the drivers, the greater an institution’s capacity is to reflect upon its e-learning vision statement and go on to achieve it.

Several institutions mentioned the need to clarify and define ‘e-learning’ to assist the communication of the e-learning vision among all the stakeholders. Institutions’ valued keeping e-learning as a “discreet agenda” within the institution to help stimulate faculty awareness and motivation. However, they were not clear about the timing of when e-learning might be transformed from a “discreet agenda” into the mainstream practice of teaching and learning.

Institutions have evolved culturally acceptable approaches, (such as “managed diversity” and “bottom up”) to articulating/implementing the e-learning vision at the departmental level.

All institutions mention the importance of extending the role of support staff beyond the boundaries of their technical expertise. Several institutions suggested that support staff should develop interpersonal skill sets similar to those of consultants.

Policies and Practices

Institutions were asked to describe the policies and practices that support or detract from the evolving roles of faculty and academic staff in their institutions’ e-learning endeavors.

Institutions, in general, seem to rely less on formal policies and more on actual activities (such as staff development, and training) for evolving the roles of faculty and staff in e-learning.

Institutions with distance learning agendas indicate that they have a greater need for formal policies and formal quality monitoring, than is required for e-learning that uses technology to enhance the more traditional (face-to-face) learning and teaching.

The e-learning support centers at all the universities have a significant role in developing e-learning awareness, in providing training and education to faculty and staff, and in supporting e-learning projects.

Although all e-learning support centers still provide services and resources to individual faculty members, they are concerned about the sustainability of this approach.  A trend appears to be developing where the focus of service and resources will be at the departmental level rather than at the individual faculty member level. Those institutions supporting this approach see it as a cost-effective way of distributing resources.

Faculty Recruitment and Support

Institutions were asked to describe how the recruitment, retention, development, promotion, and reward activities for faculty and academic staff support the institutional vision.

· Most institutions allude to the fact that the recruiting and hiring practices of e-learning academic support and IT staff are better developed than those for faculty.

· Some institutions lack definitive information regarding the type and level of e-learning skills and competencies required by faculty in general, or by discipline.

· Some universities question whether or not they should include e-learning competencies in faculty job descriptions and in recruitment materials.

· All institutions describe a variety of ongoing e-learning awareness and staff development activities provided by the support services.

· Several institutions mention the need to develop multiple pathways to professional development activities and a one-stop service for the end user.

· Most institutions indicate that there is no explicit reference to e-learning competence in their promotion and tenure policies for faculty, and that specific awards and incentives for e-learning are not prevalent.

Student Experience

Institutions were asked to describe the main processes for ensuring a positive academic student experience through technology. While institutions vary in level and availability of technology-supported student services, most provide a robust technology infrastructure for students, including access to computers, software, and training.

Most institutions indicated the importance of providing students with full access to computers and technology support services on a 24/7 basis (including weekends and throughout holidays and vacation periods). Although the institutions provide students with the technology and training they believe students need, most institutions report challenges with formally evaluating the student experience. They indicate that they do not have a formal “systematic process for evaluating students’ needs, interests, and expectations relating to e-learning.”

Several institutions describe issues associated with students’ expectations of faculty and their use of technology.  Some students are frustrated by faculty members who decide not to provide students with access to all of the robust features of the VLE/CMS/LMS. Also, administrators and faculty are facing more “demands for instant replies to student [email] queries, regardless of the hours or other commitments.”

Evaluation and Dissemination

Institutions were asked to describe how their e-learning activities are evaluated and reviewed, and how the outcomes are communicated.

All institutions conduct evaluations of some aspects of e-learning activities, although they report that they lack a systematic method for providing a comprehensive evaluation of e-learning. 

Many institutions mention the difficulty in measuring causality between student learning outcomes and e-learning applications.

Several institutions describe lessons learned about how the validity of the e-learning evaluation is dependent upon the selection of appropriate goals and targets. 

One institution describes how measuring the success of goals and targets in various e-learning strategic plans is susceptible to the evaluator’s personal interpretation.

. 

Finally, most institutions indicated that they needed to refine their communication processes to ensure that the crucial e-learning evaluation data is shared uniformly across the institution.

Participating Institutions




Project Consultants
London South Bank University




Russell Poulin, WCET
University of Glamorgan





Don Olcott, Jr., The Observatory

University of Warwick





Svava Bjarnason, The World Bank
University of Wyoming





Carol Scarafiotti, WCET

Western Carolina University




Cliff Wragg, OBHE

Winona State University

Observer: Tecnologico de Monterrey

For more information about this study contact:

Dr. Don Olcott, Jr.






Mr. Russell Poulin

Chief Executive






Associate Director

The Observatory






WCET

44 (0) 207 380 6714






303-541-0305

d.olcott@obhe.ac.uk






rpoulin@wcet.info

STATEMENTS OF GOOD PRACTICE

OBHE-WCET International Benchmarking Study 

I. Institutional Vision, Mission, and Planning
1. A clearly define e-learning vision exists and is understood by the constituents of the institution.

2. The e-learning vision is incorporated into the institution’s strategic planning process.

3. The institution has a specific e-learning plan.

4. An institutional process exists for monitoring and disseminating information about the implementation of the e-learning vision. 

II. Policies and Practices

1. E-learning policies and practices align with the institution’s e-learning vision and with the institution’s existing teaching and learning goals and expectations.

2. The institution’s policies and practices promote the cultural and financial sustainability of e-learning.

3. The institution’s policies and practices assure the quality of e-learning.

4. The institution’s processes ensure collaboration among various support areas of the academic e-learning endeavor.

5. The institution provides appropriate resources to support the e-learning endeavor.

6. The institution’s e-learning policies and practices are ‘transparent’ – easily found, readily understood, and comparable to those of its peer institutions.

III. Recruitment, Retention, Development, Promotion and Reward

1. Recruitment and reward process align with institution’s vision.

2. Promotion and tenure in place to develop skills.

3. Institution has explicit expectations of faculty and staff.

IV. The Learning Experience

1. The e-learning infrastructure supports the institution’s vision and enhances students’ learning experience.

2. Students are provided with e-learning support such as training and help desks.

3. The nature and delivery of e-learning services demonstrate sensitivity to the needs of a diverse student body.

4. E-learning is used where it enhances the learning experience.

V. Communication, Evaluation and Review

1. The institution evaluates the implementation and impact of it e-learning plan and the effectiveness of support services.

2. The institution routinely measures the effectiveness of e-learning in terms of student achievement.

3. The institution communicates e-learning vision and evaluation outcome data to stakeholders.

4. The institution uses evaluation outcome data to improve its processes, policies, and its e-learning activities.

5. The institution captures information about expectations of the e-learning experience and the extent to which they are attained.
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